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This present study investigated the RTI decision-making process for ELLs at three 
elementary schools using cultural historical activity theory (CHAT) as a framework. The schools 
were selected for their reputation in implementing effective RTI models for ELLs. Over the 
course of four months I conducted observations of RTI meetings and grade level meetings, 
interviewed the professionals involved in decision-making, and analyzed the documents utilized 
in the RTI process to better understand decision making for ELLs. Overall, the study found that 
these schools were still transitioning away from a deficit paradigm, implying a need for more 
comprehensive professional development around RTI.  
The schools were using data from multiple sources to inform decisions, they were 
considering the quality of tier one for ELLs, and they were taking a more ecological approach to 
decision making for ELLs. Schools struggled to make decisions based on rate of progress for 
ELLs. The roles of professionals were expanding to meet the needs of ELLs, however they still 
relied on the ELL teacher to make decisions. The principal was integral in the RTI decision-
making process. Only one school implemented shared decision making, and parent involvement 
in decisions varied by school. Benefits for ELLs included receiving more timely and more 
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Title: The RTI Decision-Making Process for ELLs  
Chapter 1 
Introduction and Theoretical Framework    
 
Response to Intervention (RTI) 
RTI is a model that is implemented with multi-tiered instruction to provide early 
interventions to struggling learners and to potentially identify learners with more significant 
learning disabilities. The key components of the RTI model include: 1) high-quality instruction 
matched to the needs of students. 2) evidence-based interventions of increasing intensity 3) on-
going progress monitoring, and 4) data-driven decision making (Klingner, Hoover, & Baca, 
2008; Hoover, 2008). The RTI model is considered both a prevention and intervention model of 
instruction. All students are screened and identified as at risk for learning difficulties in reading. 
Those students who are struggling in the classroom are provided interventions of increasing 
intensity in the mainstream classroom and through small group instruction before being 
considered for special education referral. Progress is closely monitored and documented at all 
stages of the process. Decisions on where to place students are based on the data collected from 
multiple sources. The majority of students‟ needs will ideally be met through this process, and 
only those who are not responding at a certain designated rate and duration are referred for 
potential learning disabilities.  
Researchers have developed two different approaches to RTI: the standard treatment 
protocol model and the problem solving model. They are similar in their approach to 
implementing interventions in that interventions are implemented in three or four tiers and they 
become increasingly more intensive as needed. The major differences lie in the decision-making 
process and in the types of interventions that are provided (Shores & Bender, 2007).  
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Regarding the decision-making process, the problem solving process uses a team 
approach from the outset of the process whereas the standard treatment approach does not 
require a team approach until further into the process after the student has been unresponsive in 
tier two. With a standard treatment protocol, there is potentially less consideration of the reasons 
behind a student‟s lack of progress. The problem-solving model attempts to consider more of an 
analysis of the learning context, environmental conditions, and instructional variables (Tilly, 
Reschly, & Grimes, 1999). The problem solving model is less structured, allowing flexibility in 
resources and interventions to be more sensitive to individual differences. The standard treatment 
protocol perhaps allows for better quality control in administering a uniform empirically 
validated treatment for all children with similar problems in a given domain (Fuchs et al 2003). 
Some advocate for a hybrid model that combines elements of both models (Vaughn, Linan-
Thompson, & Hickman, 2003).  
A problem solving model is more likely to consider the external or environmental factors 
that affect a student‟s opportunity to learn (Klingner, Hoover, & Baca, 2008). For all students, 
but especially ELLs, it seems more appropriate to have a model that considers the reasons that a 
student is struggling beyond the classroom. For this model to work, team members must have 
expertise in cultural and linguistic diversity and be knowledgeable about interventions that have 
been effective with culturally and linguistically diverse students with different needs. However, a 
combined approach could also be beneficial to meet diverse learners‟ needs. The problem 
solving process promotes more of a preventative approach that could be combined with the 
implementation of standard protocol interventions utilizing the strengths of both approaches 
(Hoover, 2008). Although researchers have made the distinction between standard treatment and 
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problem-solving models, most RTI models are a combination of the two, with research-based 
interventions being implemented within a problem-solving decision-making process  
Challenges to Implementing RTI Models for ELLs 
The Response-to-Intervention (RTI) model has the potential to meet the needs of students 
who are struggling academically early on in the education process as well as to more accurately 
identify students who may have more severe learning disabilities. Not only does the RTI model 
improve upon the pre-referral model for determining special education placement but it fosters 
data-driven curricular and instructional decisions for all students schoolwide.  As a problem-
solving approach, RTI “facilitates two types of decisions: instructional (decisions that address 
progress toward curricular goals) and diagnostic (decisions that relate specifically to eligibility 
for special education for learning disabilities)” (Hoover, 2008, p. 26). The RTI model could be 
especially beneficial for struggling English Language Learners (ELLs) when making both 
instructional and diagnostic decisions. The more traditional pre-referral model has presented 
difficulties for meeting the needs of ELLs and has led to many misdiagnoses of ELLs struggling 
in mainstream classrooms. The IQ discrepancy model has been criticized as contributing to the 
disproportionate representation of culturally and linguistically diverse students in special 
education (Donovan & Cross, 2002).  
The RTI model has the potential to reverse this phenomenon and consider the complexity 
of factors that may cause an ELL to struggle in a mainstream classroom. Additionally, previous 
instructional models have not been conducive to providing students with a continuum of services 
to meet the diversity of needs in our public schools. RTI provides a space for meeting the needs 
of more students. The RTI model encompasses a more ecological and holistic approach to 
 4 
 
instruction for struggling learners and shifts us away from the traditional paradigm of primarily 
viewing struggling learners as having internal deficits.  
The RTI model specifically benefits ELLs through its focus on high quality instruction, 
early intervention, progress monitoring, and data driven decision making (Klingner, Sorrells, & 
Barrera, 2007). The three-tiered RTI model emphasizes quality instruction in Tier I, which for 
ELLs means culturally and linguistically responsive instruction. This emphasis on quality 
instruction helps professionals to consider what that means exactly for ELLs in a regular 
classroom setting. The model focuses on early intervention, which for ELLs means targeting 
more individual needs earlier in the education process than previous instructional models.  
Until recently, pre-referral intervention models have basically functioned as IQ 
discrepancy models which relied on documentation of a significant discrepancy between ability 
and achievement through standardized tests before considering extra or alternative services for 
struggling learners. These models tended to wait until after a student was already struggling 
before considering interventions rather than anticipating needs and targeting skills earlier in the 
process. ELLs may enter the schooling process with gaps in foundational skills, they may need 
extra time while developing language, or they may need native language support. Since progress 
monitoring and data driven decision making are central components of the RTI model, there is 
more of a focus on matching instruction to the child‟s needs.  
Even though the RTI model has tremendous promise in improving the educational 
context for ELLs, the model is fraught with potential problems. The instructional and diagnostic 
benefits for ELLs under RTI could be weakened if there is a continued focus on diagnosing 
internal deficits rather than considering the broader educational and environmental context. The 
benefits of the model could also be undermined if the model is applied without addressing 
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certain assumptions specific to ELLs. There are a number of misconceptions that could affect the 
validity of the model.   
One of the key misconceptions deals with the quality of tier 1 instruction for ELLs. The 
quality of instruction in the regular classroom builds the foundation for the model. It is often 
assumed that ELLs are being provided with quality instruction in the regular classroom and 
therefore have sufficient opportunity to learn in this setting (Klingner, Barletta, & Hoover, 
2008). However, if the instruction is not culturally and linguistically responsive or has not been 
modified using strategies for ELLs, perhaps these students have not been provided adequate 
opportunities to be successful. Evidence points to the lack of effective and appropriate reading 
instruction for ELLs with or without learning difficulties (D‟anguilli, Siegel, & Maggi, 2004). 
The quality of teaching in the general education classroom plays a large role in tier I 
interventions which build the foundation for the decision making process.  A very small 
percentage of teachers are certified to teach ELLs and therefore may not have the knowledge or 
abilities to implement quality instruction for ELLs (Waxman, Tellez, & Walberg 2004). If 
decisions are made without considering the quality of tier 1 instruction for ELLs, those decisions 
may be unsound. 
A further assumption relates to the interventions provided to ELLs. It is often assumed 
that all students who have been instructed with evidence-based interventions, including ELLs, 
have been provided with sufficient opportunities to learn with these interventions. The factors 
surrounding which interventions are applied and how they are applied is essential to making 
instructional and diagnostic decisions. In terms of which interventions are implemented, many 
instructional approaches recommended as research-based have not been validated with ELLs or 
in school contexts where they are educated (Klingner & Edwards, 2006). One problem, as noted 
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by Klingner, Sorrels, and Barrera (2007), is that results from evidence based research often 
determine a program to be effective even if a subset of the participants did not achieve 
significant gains with the model. Ortiz (1997) argues that English language learners are often 
omitted from participant samples in intervention research and that language dominance, and 
proficiency are important research variables that are often avoided.  
In terms of how the interventions are implemented, the fidelity of implementation affects 
the response to the intervention. Research on prereferral interventions shows they are lacking in 
quality and are often implemented sporadically (Flugum & Rechly, 1994). If interventions are 
not implemented with the required amount of duration, frequency, or quality, they may not be 
effective. The interventions need to be implemented as intended and they need to be well 
documented with sufficient data representing their effectiveness or lack thereof. School 
professionals need to take these factors into consideration when choosing interventions for ELLs 
and when making decisions based on these interventions in order for the model to be valid.  
There is also a common misconception specific to reading instruction. While there are 
similarities in learning to read in the first and second language, practitioners assume those 
instructional approaches found to be effective, or research-based, for first language learners 
should be effective for second language learners. Additionally, since strategies for monolingual 
learners have been more extensively researched, there may be the tendency to use these 
instructional strategies with ELLs. Interventions that have been deemed effective for 
monolingual learners may or may not be effective for ELLs. Although there may be similarities, 
and some interventions may overlap, second language learners often need different or adapted 
instructional strategies. This assumption applies to both tier 1 instruction and tier 2 interventions. 
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There is a growing body of research on early interventions found to be effective with ELLs, but 
that research may not be as easily accessible in practice. 
Another assumption concerns the rate of progress for ELLs. The RTI model assumes if a 
child is not responding to research-based interventions there may be an internal deficit that 
requires more intense and targeted interventions.  It is not always clear, especially with ELLs, as 
to the reasons why they are not responding to an intervention. They may need more time with an 
intervention, they may need an adapted intervention, or they may need a different rate of 
progress monitoring. Therefore it is difficult to determine when to make decisions based on non-
response to the interventions. It is important to carefully consider ELLs who are not responding 
to interventions and compare them to both monolingual students and students with similar 
cultural and linguistic needs (Klingner, Sorrels, & Barrera, 2007).  
There is grave concern especially when using the RTI model to determine placement in 
special education for ELLs. In order for the RTI model to function validly and appropriately for 
ELLs, students must receive an adequate opportunity to learn in the classroom and be provided 
with appropriate interventions. According to Harry and Klingner (2006): 
This concept of adequate opportunity to learn is a fundamental aspect of the definition of 
learning disabilities as part of its exclusionary clause; when a child has not had sufficient 
opportunity to learn, the determination cannot be made that she has a learning disability. 
Thus we must ensure that children have received culturally responsive, appropriate, 
quality instruction within the first and second tiers before a special education referral or 
placement is made (p. 2).  
Challenges faced by problem-solving teams    
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The problem-solving team is an integral component of the RTI model and the decision-
making process. There are significant challenges for the problem-solving team as it functions as 
a team as well as for individual members. One challenge is that the overall mission of the 
intervention team is changing under this model (Kovaleski & Glew, 2006). “The main objective 
of the team is not only the development of interventions for individual students but also the 
restructuring of the general and remedial education programs, so that the needs of all students 
can be addressed (Kovaleski & Grew 2006, p. 22).” Only when the student is not responding to 
quality instruction and quality interventions is the student considered for special education. 
Therefore, the more accurate diagnosis of students with learning disabilities is a secondary 
(although pertinent) goal of the RTI process. Since the RTI model not only replaces the 
traditional referral model for special education but attempts to meet the needs of all struggling 
learners in the classroom, the RTI approach is considered a general education initiative. 
Therefore, the team must function in a broader role than traditionally and take on more 
responsibility. They are in charge of changing the dynamic of the entire process on a schoolwide 
level.  
Not only is the team faced with new objectives but they are faced with an entire paradigm 
shift in how to instruct struggling learners and how to potentially identify learning disabilities 
(NASP, 2006). The RTI model functions from a different perspective than traditionally in 
considering how to ensure the instructional context is meeting the needs of all students before the 
student has already failed. Whereas the traditional model functioned from a deficit view of the 
struggling learner as having some internal deficit impeding his or her learning, the new model 
attempts to address potential gaps throughout the broader schooling context. Therefore 
intervention teams have traditionally functioned from this same perspective trying to diagnose 
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the deficit and remedy the problem after the child has been struggling for some time. The focus 
has traditionally been on the individual child and developing interventions for the child. The 
teams are being challenged to function from a more ecological view of learning (NASP, 2006). It 
is the role of the problem solving team as a whole to communicate the paradigm shift to school 
professionals and ensure the process functions as such.  
Previous research has highlighted many challenges that pre-referral intervention teams 
have faced under the traditional model, and the new RTI model brings new challenges in 
addition to the old ones for these teams when working with ELLs. Within the RTI model, the 
problem solving team plays an integral role in ensuring the assumptions mentioned above are 
addressed and clarified during the process of implementing the RTI model and making decisions 
on tier placements for ELLs.  
Harry, Klingner, Sturges, and Moore (2002) suggested that the ecology of the classroom 
of the referred child is rarely considered. According to Truscott, Cohen, Sams, Sanborn, and 
Frank (2005) intervention teams seldom use an ecological perspective in analyzing problems and 
designing interventions and struggle to recommend substantive instructional modifications. This 
has large implications for ELLs who may be struggling academically due to a variety of factors. 
It is essential that problem-solving teams consider the broader educational context for ELLs. 
This also presents a problem for considering the quality of the regular classroom instruction for 
ELLs. Problem solving teams must be able to make recommendations for teachers that are 
culturally and linguistically appropriate. When a child is struggling in the regular classroom, 
teams need to consider whether a student is receiving quality instruction for ELLs and this means 
culturally and linguistically responsive education.  Teachers may lack experience or preparation 
for working with ELLs and the team needs to consider this issue (Ortiz et al., 2006). Teachers 
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may be unwilling or unable to implement team recommendations and the team members must 
take this into consideration when making decisions.  
Kovaleski (2002) highlighted the point that the problem solving team is being asked to 
transition to an approach that selects strategies from research-based practices. This presents a 
new challenge for teams in that problem solving teams of the past traditionally functioned more 
in a brainstorming phase for developing interventions and strategies. Teams will be asked to 
distinguish research based interventions and practices for ELLs. A challenge for teams is that 
they must accurately interpret data and design culturally and linguistically responsive 
interventions based on the data (Ortiz et al 2006). Additionally, team members need to have 
sufficient knowledge of assessments of language proficiency. 
 Another challenge for problem solving teams under the RTI model is the change of 
individual roles for professionals involved in the process. Teachers, administrators, special 
education professionals, and school psychologists are being asked to redefine their roles in the 
process, perhaps develop new roles as needed, as well as develop a more schoolwide coordinated 
effort. The RTI model challenges school professionals to change and expand their existing roles 
in a more collaborative school-wide effort to implement tiered instruction. This is a drastic shift 
from the traditional roles of teachers, school psychologists, literacy specialists, and special 
education teachers whose roles have been very limited in their responsibilities for serving 
struggling students. School professionals are being asked to educate each other, to problem solve 
together, and to become more knowledgeable in designing, implementing, and assessing 
instruction for an increasingly diverse population of students.  
With regards to ELLs, school professionals are being challenged to develop their 
knowledge in working with more diverse students to better understand the impact of culture on 
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learning (Ortiz et al., 2006). Most multidisciplinary school teams responsible for making special 
education eligibility decisions for ELLs lack the training and experience in understanding the 
impact of culture and language on learning as well as in differentiating language differences 
from learning disabilities (Ortiz, 1997).   
Study Significance  
The most recent reauthorization of the Individuals with Disabilities Education 
Improvement Act (IDEA 2004) has allowed the RTI model to be implemented as an alternative 
means to identify students with learning disabilities. Amendments to the IDEA state that: “a 
local educational agency may use a process that determines if the child responds to scientific, 
research-based intervention as a part of the evaluation procedures.” [§614(b)(6)(A-B, IDEA 
2004)]. The change in policy has been the drive to research and development of the model, and 
the existing research suggests RTI as a significant improvement over previous models. Although 
driven by special education policy, it has been lauded as an instructional model that can improve 
the general education overall. According to Bradley, Danielson, and Hallahan (2002), “Response 
to intervention is the most promising method of alternate identification and can both promote 
effective practices in schools and help to close the gap between identification and treatment.”  
The change in IDEA policy has led many states to begin developing an RTI model, and 
most states have transitioned to this model either with mandates or recommendations for school 
districts to follow (Berkeley et al., 2009; Zirkel & Thomas, 2010). This study was conducted in a 
state that has a developed model and framework for RTI and requires that RTI be used in 
determination of specific learning disabilities (SLD). The state requires that local education 
agencies (LEAs) submit a plan for RTI implementation but they do not require state approval of 
the plan. School districts or LEAs follow a similar plan, with schools developing their models 
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based off of state and district frameworks. There is a great deal of variability therefore in how 
school districts and individual schools implement RTI.  
The potential success of the RTI model for ELLs relies heavily on the decision making 
process that occurs at the school level during problem-solving team meetings. Researchers have 
outlined best practices and key characteristics of effective intervention teams based on previous 
research under traditional pre-referral models; however we know little about how these best 
practices translate to teams functioning under the RTI model for ELLs (Ortiz, 2006). Factors that 
influence the success of problem solving teams include: teacher perceptions of the mission and 
purposes of the team, team membership and members‟ expertise specific to ELLs, professional 
development provided to team members, the nature and quality of interventions recommended, 
fidelity of implementation, and the support provided to teachers as they implement team 
recommendations for ELLs (Ortiz, 2006).  
Research on previous models of intervention teams has shown that the process has 
benefits for teachers and students (Pugach & Johnson, 1988; Kovaleski, 1999) as well as 
improved the accuracy of the special education referral (Marston et al, 2003); however the 
research has also shown the decision-making process to be fraught with problems especially 
when regarding ELLs (Mehan et al 1986; Harry & Klingner, 2005). This study explored the 
challenges and tensions within each school‟s RTI process through observations of team 
interactions and team member interviews.  
Conceptual Framework  
Introduction 
In this section I discuss how this study is framed by activity theory, specifically focusing 
on an analysis of the tools or artifacts that problem solving teams employ to make educational 
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decisions. Cultural historical activity theory (Engeström, Miettinen, & Punamaki, 1999; Roth & 
Lee, 2007) has been described as a clarifying tool for conceptualizing and describing human 
interactions. It has been used by researchers, not as a predictive theory, but as a framework for 
better understanding both individual and group behaviors. This theory is therefore useful for 
framing this current study that focuses on interactions of problem solving teams in an 
educational setting. Studying an activity system is a useful way to focus on people‟s intentions, 
motives, and relationships and the contradictions and problems that allow for the system to adapt 
and change.  
Activity theory has been applied to team meetings in efforts to analyze how they problem 
solve, adapt to changes, and develop their practice (Engeström, 1999) as well as to consultative 
interactions between educational psychologists and teachers referring students to analyze the 
effectiveness of their conversations in achieving their goals (Leadbetter, 2004). Although 
looking at the entire activity system, this study will particularly focus on the tools, or artifacts 
that mediate the system. A tool, or artifact, in an activity system can be anything that scaffolds 
the process such as an action or type of communication by a person, the framework of a shared 
process, or a set of materials. I will discuss how an RTI framework for ELLs could potentially be 
used as a tool to guide the conversations and processes of the decision making team.  
As mentioned earlier, the decision making process relies heavily on the interactions that 
occur during team meetings. The RTI problem solving team is essential in ensuring the model 
functions equitably for ELLs. Cultural historical activity theory allows us to analyze which 
practices influence how decisions are made and we can also determine what roles the individuals 
play in the process (Gutierrez, 1997). The theory considers the historical context the team is 
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functioning in as well as the broader context that influences the process. It is important to 
consider the historical context as the team is operating in the era of a paradigm shift.   
A number of researchers have discussed the need for a culturally responsive RTI model 
that specifically addresses the needs of ELLs (Esparza-Brown, 2008, Klingner & Edwards, 2006, 
Drame & Xu, 2008), and it has yet to be defined in all its complexities in a practical setting. A 
recent framework was developed by the International Reading Association (2009) outlining best 
practices that include recommendations for working with culturally and linguistically diverse 
(CLD) students but is not exclusive to ELLs. An initial framework for an RTI model for ELLs 
was developed by Esparza-Brown (2008) that provides guidelines for problem solving teams to 
follow during the decision making process. The Esparza-Brown (2008) framework draws from a 
number of theories including the ecological systems model, transactional learning theory, 
culturally responsive instruction, and theories of second language acquisition. A problem solving 
team functioning from this framework would be asking the essential questions for ELLs and 
would view learning from a certain paradigm that diverges from a more traditional one. I 
anticipate problem solving teams will be functioning in more of a hybrid framework that 
incorporates some aspects of RTI and some from a more traditional pre-referral process. Through 
exploration of the current interactions we can assess the challenges and potentially inform the 
existing RTI framework described below. Therefore the aim of the study is not only to explore 
theory, but also to inform a theoretical framework through examination of practice.  
Activity Theory 
In this study I utilize the central components of activity theory to guide my analysis of the 
interactions of problem solving teams. Activity theory was first developed by Vygostky, 
Leont‟ev, and Luria in the 1920‟s drawing from Marxist social psychology that focused on social 
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mediation as central to learning and development (Engestrom, 1999). Vygotsky (1978) attempted 
to explain human development that differed from the behaviorist theories of learning that relied 
on dualistic, stimulus-response associations by instead introducing the concept of tool mediation, 
or mediated action. The notion is that a person does not interact directly with an object, but the 
individual(s) interacts with an object through cultural means or artifacts.  
Activity theory differs from other socio-cultural theories in its focus on the activity 
system as a unit of analysis, and it has gone through a series of adaptations and expansions (Cole 
& Engestrom, 1993). The first generation activity theory focused on the meditational triangle 
where a subject (one or more individuals) acts upon an object through the mediation of signs 
andtools (cultural artifacts) in order to achieve an outcome (Fig 1):  
 
Figure 1: The basic triangular representation of human mediated action 
But according to Leont‟ev (1981) the original model remained focused on the individual 
as the unit of analysis and failed to account for the collective nature of human activities, or 
activity systems. The second generation of activity theory (Leont‟ev, 1981) expanded the 
original framework to include the concepts of rules, community, and division of labor. The 
theory was adapted to consider how the interaction of individuals is influenced by, and 
influences their membership in a community with rules and a division of labor in order to 
achieve an object. In this version of the theory, the subjects, or the participants in an activity are 
motivated toward shared purpose or attainment of an object. The object can be the goal of the 
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activity or the products that subjects gain through an activity. Tools, or artifacts, are socially 
shared cognitive and or material resources that subjects use to obtain or achieve the object. The 
rules are defined as the principles of regulation of action and interaction. The community is the 
collections of individuals or groups who are all concerned with the same object. The division of 
labor refers to both the division of tasks and the status relations between actors. Engeström 
(1987) in developing Leont‟ev‟s model emphasized the importance of analyzing the interactions 
of all these elements. Development and change occur as tensions or contradictions occur between 
or within activity systems (Cole & Engeström, 1993). The more expanded version enables an 
examination of systems of activity at the macro-level of the collective situating the activity in a 
historical context while analyzing the more locally situated practice (Fig.2):   
 
 
Figure 2: The Structure of a Human Activity System: Second Generation Activity Theory Model 
 
Engeström (1999) also placed more emphasis on and clarification of mediating artifacts. 
A tool, or artifact, in an activity system can be anything that scaffolds the process. It can be, for 
example, an action or type of communication by a person, the framework of a shared process, or 
set of materials. The mediating artifacts include both tools and signs that are external and internal 
representations. The cognitive or internal representation becomes externalized through speech, 
 17 
 
gesture, writing, or manipulation of the material environment, and external processes can in turn 
become internalized (Engeström, 1999). Engeström (1999) suggests four types of artifacts: What 
artifacts are used to identify and describe objects, how artifacts are used to guide and direct 
processes and procedures on, within, or between objects, why artifacts are used to diagnose and 
explain the properties and behavior of objects, and where to artifacts are used to envision the 
future state or potential development of objects, including social systems and institutions.  
Analyses of interactions which use the activity theory framework adhere to five basic 
principles, summarized by Engeström (2001). This study draws from the first four principles:  
1. The first principle is the prime unit of analysis is the collective, artifact-mediated and 
object-orientated activity system.  
2. An activity system is always a community of multiple points of view, traditions and 
interests. The division of labor in an activity creates different positions for the 
participants, the participants carry their own diverse histories, and the activity system 
itself carries multiple layers and strands of history engraved in its artifacts, rules, and 
conventions.  
3. The third principle is historicity; activity systems take shape and get transformed over 
lengthy periods of time. Their problems and potentials can only be understood against 
their own history. History itself needs to be studied as local history of the activity and 
its objects, and as history of the theoretical ideas and tools that have shaped the 
activity. 
4. The fourth principle is the central role of contradictions as sources of change and 
development. Contradictions are not the same as problems or conflicts. 
Contradictions are historically accumulating structural tensions within and between 
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activity systems. Activities are open systems. When an activity system adopts a new 
element from the outside (for example, a new technology or a new object), it often 
leads to an aggravated secondary contradiction where some old element (for example, 
the rules or the division of labor) collides with the new one. Such contradictions 
generate disturbances and conflicts, but also innovative attempts to change the 
activity.  
5. The fifth principle proclaims the possibility of expansive transformations in activity 
systems. Activity systems move through relatively long cycles of qualitative 
transformations. As the contradictions of an activity system are aggravated, some 
individual participants begin to question and deviate from its established norms. In 
some cases, this escalates into collaborative envisioning and a deliberate collective 
change effort. An expansive transformation is accomplished when the object and 
motive of the activity are re-conceptualized to embrace a radically wider horizon of 
possibilities than in the previous mode of the activity.  
 Early studies framed by activity theory were centered on play and learning among 
children, but since the 1970‟s, “new domains of activity, including work, were opened up for 
concrete research” (p.3) (Engeström, 2001). Engeström (1999) discusses the application of 
activity theory as a theoretical framework for the analysis of innovative learning in work teams:  
First, activity theory is deeply contextual and oriented at understanding historically 
specific local practices, their objects, mediating artifacts, and social organization. Second, 
activity theory is based on a dialectical theory of knowledge and thinking, focusing on 
the creative potential in human cognition. Third, activity theory is a developmental theory 
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that seeks to explain and influence qualitative changes in human practice over time. 
(p378) 
 
In a study conducted by Leadbetter (2004), the author utilizes activity theory to explore values, 
priorities, dilemmas and contradictions that arose through consultative meetings between the 
educational psychologist and teachers with concerns for their students. The author used the 
meetings (consultative conversations) as the activity and the framework of activity theory to 
analyze the types of artifacts (conversation) used to achieve educational and behavior outcomes 
for students. The author also analyzed the artifacts by categorizing them into what, how, and why 
artifacts to better understand the content of the conversations and the processes of the 
interactions. 
This current study attempted to explore similar aspects of the psychologist and teacher 
consultative relationship as well as similar aspects of the interactions of work teams but within 
the structure of the RTI problem-solving team process. Since the previously mentioned study 
focuses on a series of one-to-one interactions between the psychologist and educator, this study 
added a level of complexity in that the series of interactions will involve multiple players with 
multiple defined roles. I developed a framework to apply to this study to guide the analysis of 
interactions (Fig. 4):  
Within this research study, the activity system (problem solving team meeting) was 
considered to consist of the team members (subjects) interacting through conversation, use of 
documents, and data (means/artifacts) with other team members to make educational decisions 
for ELLs (objects) that support and benefit struggling learners brought to the teams attention 
(outcomes). The lower portion of the triangle, representing the wider socio-cultural influences, 
included the rules, the division of labor, and the community. The rules can be interpreted as the 
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district requirements and the local school adaptations that inform and influence the work of the 
problem-solving teams in schools. The community included the wider context within which the 
team meetings take place, including other members of the school, the family, and the community 
within which the student lives. The division of labor included an exploration of how patterns 
have developed historically in terms of how the problem-solving team functions and the roles of 
the team members. This part explored how social interaction may be strongly influenced by 
historical precedents and/or strongly held views. Therefore, the lower part of the triangle enabled 
historical and cultural interpretation of the wider context within which the activities occured 
(Leadbetter, 2004). At the top of the triangle, the artifacts or tools that help to mediate the work 
of the team members are represented in the form of conversation. Understanding what these 
artifacts consisted of and how they were used was an important but complex part of the activity 
system.   
A framework for RTI considering ELLs 
As mentioned above, a tool, or artifact, in an activity system can be anything that 
mediates or supports the process such as an action or type of communication by a person, the 
framework of a shared process, or a set of materials. I would like to discuss the potential for 
problem solving teams to function under a shared framework to guide their decision making 
process. Esparza- Brown (2008) has attempted to develop a model that could guide RTI teams 
making decisions for ELLs. Her practical framework provides guiding questions for teams to ask 
when making these decisions. She draws on a number of theories including: the ecological 
systems model (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), Adelman‟s transactional view of learning (Adelman, 
1992), culturally responsive instructional practices (Ladson-Billings, 2001, Villegas & Lucas, 
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2002), and theories of second language acquisition (Cummins, 1980) to develop and inform her 
RTI model for ELLs.  
According to Esparza-Brown (2008), an RTI model for ELLs must include (a) a 
systematic process for examining the specific background variables or ecologies of ELLs that 
impact academic achievement in a U.S. classroom (i.e. first and second language proficiency, 
educational history including bilingual models, immigration pattern, socioeconomic status, and 
culture), (b) examination of the appropriateness of classroom instruction and the classroom 
context based on knowledge of individual student factors, (c) information gathered through 
informal and formal assessments, and (d) nondiscriminatory interpretation of all assessment data 
(Esparza-Brown, J. & Doolittle, J. 2008). Prerequisites to a successful RTI model for ELLs 
include a focus on elements at the school level that may hinder or facilitate RTI approaches for 
ELLs. These elements include effective leadership, professional development specific to the 
education of ELLs, and collaboration among school personnel (Linan-Thompson & Ortiz, 2009).  
Adelman’s transactional view of learning behavior  
One theory that influences this paradigm shift away from the more traditional special 
education referral process as well as the implementation of quality instruction and interventions 
in the RTI model is Adelman‟s (1992) transactional view of learning behavior. According to 
Adelman (1992), in most cases it is impossible to be certain what primary factor caused a 
specific learning problem. There are situations where:  
 a) an individual‟s disabilities predispose him or her to learning problems, even in highly 
accommodating settings, b) the environment is so inadequate or hostile that individuals have 
problems despite having no disability, or c) learning problems are caused by a combination of 
individual and environmental factors. Therefore the problem solving team must shift its focus 
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from whether there is a neurological deficit causing the learning problem to a focus on whether 
the causes to be found primarily in the individual (e.g. neurological dysfunction or cognitive skill 
and or strategy deficits), the environment (e.g. substandard instruction, school with limited 
resources, or cultural influences), or an interaction of the two. If the environment is personalized 
and matches the student‟s developmental level, that should be considered “a sufficient condition 
for learning among those who have no internal disability (p. 20).”   
This concept of transactional learning applies to the provision of quality tier 1 instruction 
in focusing on the interaction of child and classroom environment. A child brings to the learning 
situation both current and past abilities and behaviors that interact with the classroom 
environment. The classroom environment consists of instructional processes and content as well 
as physical and social contexts in which the instruction takes place. The classroom environment 
can either facilitate or inhibit a student‟s potential to learn, therefore the classroom instruction 
and environment should respond to the child and match the child‟s level of development.  
With regards to interventions, traditionally, interventions for learning disabilities have 
been developed assuming individual deficits and have relied mainly on remedial practices 
designed to address developmental concerns. Adelman (1992) suggests “(a) a broader approach 
to teaching that pursues personalized, sequential, and hierarchical teaching strategies and (b) 
expanding the view of intervention beyond teaching to think in terms of a societal approach 
encompassing an integrated continuum of preventive and treatment services.”  
Ecological Systems Model    
In addition to the interaction of the classroom environment and the child, the problem 
solving team must consider the broader contexts that influence a child‟s learning. The ecological 
systems model (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) supports the understanding of child development as a 
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“shared function of environmental influences (i.e. parents, teachers, neighbors) and child 
characteristics (Sontag, 1996, p 321).” The model, which consists of a taxonomy of contexts, is 
useful for considering environmental influences on developmental, or learning outcomes, 
including influences outside of the immediate context (e.g. the classroom). The taxonomy 
consists of a hierarchy of systems of interactions that can have both direct and indirect 
developmental effects on a child. For example, events and activities at the level of the 
macrosystem level influence the personal interaction at the microsystem level. This interplay of 
systems can either assist or hinder a child‟s learning based on how compatible the systems are 
with the school processes.  
Sontag (1996) suggests the ecological systems model is a valuable tool in special 
education research as it promotes a shift away from the focus on the internal deficits of the 
individual child and how the child fits into a disability category. In this view the child is seen as 
an active agent influencing and being influenced by a variety of complex environments. The 
model illustrates the importance of the interaction of contexts that influence the child‟s learning 
and development that have often been overlooked in special education. It is essential that the 
team gather knowledge about each layer of interaction to understand each student‟s unique 
needs. Team members would need to be knowledgeable in how these environments affect 
learning. Considerations of these multiple contexts when making decisions about interventions 
also encourage school teams to value the family‟s involvement in the problem-solving process 
(Drane & Xu, 2008).  
Culturally Responsive Instruction  
Since RTI is based on the principles that students are receiving high quality, research-
based instruction in the regular classroom, there are features of instruction and classroom 
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environment that need to be addressed specifically for ELLs. Problem solving teams must not 
make any assumptions that the quality of instruction is effective for all students in the regular 
classroom. In order for the instruction to be effective for ELLs, it must be culturally and 
linguistically relevant. This means teachers must have developed culturally responsive practices 
(Ladson-Billings, 2001, Villegas & Lucas, 2002), and they must be able to implement tier 1 
interventions that are appropriate for ELLs.   
Teachers who have developed culturally responsive practices are socio-culturally 
conscious of the multiple ways of perceiving reality, they have affirming views of students and 
families from diverse backgrounds, and they utilize knowledge about their students‟ lives to 
build learning opportunities (Villegas, 2002). Culturally responsive teachers have explicit 
knowledge about cultural groups, can critically examine and implement culturally relevant 
curriculum, can understand communication styles of different groups, and can match instruction 
to the learning styles of diverse students (Gay, 2000). Part of cultural responsiveness is also that 
the curriculum and classroom context should reflect the cultural background and experiences of 
the students (Gay, 2000, Ladson-Billings, 2001).  
Second Language Acquisition and Instruction 
Specific to ELLs, teachers and members of the problem solving team need to understand 
language acquisition processes and understand how language proficiency is influencing learning 
(Villegas& Lucas 2002). A significant amount of research has been conducted on factors that 
facilitate the development of English language proficiency including length of time in the new 
culture as well as development of literacy on the native language. The amount of time it takes 
ELLs to reach native-speaker achievement norms can vary depending on the student's age of 
arrival in the United States, the number of years of schooling that the student receives in their 
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native language, and the opportunity to learn English through meaningful classroom interactions. 
In his theory on second language acquisition Cummins (1980) discussed the importance of time 
in the development of two different types of language skills: basic interpersonal communication 
skills (BICS) and cognitive academic language proficiency (CALP). Thomas and Collier (1997) 
indicated through longitudinal data that the less schooling the student receives in their native 
language, the longer it will take them to acquire proficiency in reading suggesting that academic 
proficiency in one's native language facilitates the transfer of CALP from the native language to 
the new language. Although the BICS/CALP distinction may be argued, the importance of 
language transfer specific to academic or literacy skills is one for teachers to recognize.  
More recent theories of language acquisition argue that a distinction between BICS and 
CALP is not as important as instead focusing on the continuum between contextualized and 
decontextualized language. According to Auckerman (2007), ELLs will develop language 
through recontextualization (Dyson, 2003) of activities and ideas, “by making sense of what they 
are learning through the lens of what is already familiar, by themselves actively creating a unique 
context for what is new to them out of their multiple, infinitely varied experiences in other 
situations (p.627).” School professionals must have the skills to draw on students‟ background 
knowledge and implement instruction that is relevant and purposeful so ELLs can 
recontextualize experiences they bring to the learning environment.  
Research has shown that second language is not only acquired through meaningful 
interactions with native speakers and in meaningful contexts. Recent research has highlighted 
how effective instruction has an integral role in language development. Goldenberg (2008) 
discussed how effective language instruction: 
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Provides a combination of explicit teaching that helps students directly and efficiently 
learn features if the second language such as syntax, grammar, vocabulary, 
pronunciation, and norms of social usage and ample opportunities to use second language 
in meaningful and motivating situations (p 13).  
Effective instruction for ELLs also includes clear goals and objectives, explicit teaching of 
literacy components, vocabulary instruction in meaningful contexts, and a combination of 
interactive and direct teaching approaches. Teachers also need to know how to scaffold 
instruction and make necessary modifications based on students‟ developing language 
proficiency (Goldberg, 2008).   
Given what we know about second language acquisition and effective instruction for 
ELLs, school decision-making teams must consider the quality of instruction in both tier one and 
two as well as the opportunity to learn and develop language. Additionally, practitioners must 
consider the ELLs true learning peers (those peers who have similar language proficiencies, 
cultural backgrounds, and similar background experiences) (Brown, 2008). They must consider 
how an ELLs‟ rate of progress may differ from native English speakers. Teams are encouraged 
to develop a systematic process for assessing the appropriateness of instruction for ELLs in the 
mainstream classroom. An analysis of the student‟s achievement in the classroom should be 
“conducted in conjunction with other measures of the factors that affect the learning context, 
such as classroom observations assessing teacher-student interactions, teacher attitude surveys, 
cultural competence assessments, and teacher interviews on pedagogical and instructional 
practices (Drane & Xu, 2008, p. 30).”  
In addition to the framework developed by Esparza Brown, a group of experts were 
commissioned by the International Reading Association (IRA) to develop guiding principles for 
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RTI regarding language and literacy. The IRA Commission supports the notion that RTI is not a 
model or specific program, but a framework that is governed by principles of best practice. RTI 
is intended to be conceptualized in a variety of ways to meet the needs of various districts and 
schools. The framework is not specific to ELLs but provides us with some guidelines:  
Principle 1: Instruction: RTI is first and foremost intended to prevent problems by 
optimizing language and literacy instruction. 
Principle 2: Responsive Teaching and Differentiation: The RTI process emphasizes 
increasingly differentiated and intensified instruction or intervention in language and 
literacy.  
Principle 3: Assessment: An RTI approach demands assessment that can inform language 
and literacy instruction meaningfully. 
Principle 4: Collaboration: RTI requires a dynamic, positive, and productive 
collaboration among professionals with relevant expertise in language and literacy. 
Success also depends on strong and respectful partnerships among professionals, parents, 
and students. 
Principle 5: Systematic and Comprehensive Approaches: RTI must be part of a 
comprehensive, systematic approach to language and literacy assessment and instruction 
that supports all Pre-K-12 students and teachers. 
Principle 6: Expertise: All students have the right to receive instruction from well-
prepared teachers who keep up-to-date and supplemental instruction from professionals 
specifically prepared to teach language and literacy. 
I developed a conceptual framework tying these theories together to guide the study: 
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Collaboration (School and 
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o Parent involvement/Initiating 
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o Congruence between core 
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o RTI integrated within the context 
of a coherent language and 
literacy curriculum 
o schools should adapt RTI to meet 
their needs 
o ongoing embedded PD 
o administrators ensure adequate 
resources to allow collaboration  
 
 
Division of Labor 
Expertise and Collaboration  
o Core and intervention teachers 
have expertise in working with CLD 
students 
o Teachers have expertise in 
assessment and making decisions 
for CLD students based on data 
o Decision-making teams should 
include people with expertise in 
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Responsive Teaching 
o Instruction differentiated  
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student teacher interactions 
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Activity theory has been applied to research work teams as well as to research 
consultative relationships in the special education process. This study applied activity theory to 
analyze the interactions of work teams in an educational setting. Through careful analysis of the 
activity system, and specifically the mediating artifacts, we can hopefully better understand the 
process for how the system functions as well as how it adapts and changes in response to 
tensions within the system. I have created a framework to guide my analysis as well as to 






Review of the Literature 
 
Introduction 
The development of Response-to-intervention models is based on research that has been 
conducted on pre-referral intervention teams, multi-tier service delivery models and behavior 
consultation models, provision of evidence-based interventions, and research on student 
assessments and decision making (Glover & DiPerna, 2007). In this review I will provide 
background on the development of RTI models and pre-referral intervention teams and their 
implications for RTI problem solving teams. I will discuss what researchers have found 
regarding team effectiveness with reference to the team‟s influence on student achievement, 
teacher perceptions, and more accurate special education referrals and placements. A number of 
researchers have addressed the decision making process including the roles and interactions of 
team members and the development of interventions with a few addressing the implications for 
ELLs. Although there is a robust body of literature on the benefits and the shortcomings of 
intervention assistance teams prior to the development of RTI and emerging research on recent 
RTI models, only a few researchers have specifically addressed the unique considerations in 
designing interventions and making decisions for struggling ELLs (Wilkinson et al 2006).   
Background on School-Based Intervention Teams 
The structure and processes of RTI teams can be traced back to collaborative consultation 
teams of the 1980s and 1990s (Kovaleski 2009). The origins of RTI have been attributed to 
Deno‟s data-based program modification model (i.e., using curriculum-based measures that are 
sensitive to student growth to plan and evaluate instruction) (Deno, 1985; Deno & Mirkin, 1977) 
and Bergan‟s behavioral (i.e., problem-solving) consultation model (Bergan, 1977), both of 
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which reflect critical components of RTI (National Association of State Directors of Special 
Education; NASDSE, 2005).  
RTI teams have also evolved from the most recent models of pre-referral intervention 
teams that have been influenced by two primary approaches: Teacher Assistance Teams and pre-
referral programs (Sindelar et al., 1992).  In the 1980‟s there was a movement to support general 
education as an alternative to special education through support teams (Burns & Symington, 
2002). Chalfant, Pysh, and Moultrie (1979) first introduced the teacher assistance team (TAT) 
model which focused on assisting teachers in the general education classroom. The model was 
developed with the following goals in mind: a) to help teachers conceptualize the nature of 
individual children‟s learning or behavior problems, b) provide immediate support to teachers, c) 
improve evaluation of mainstream efforts, and d) increase attention to referrals and utilize special 
education personnel more effectively. This represented a move toward indirect service models 
and more of an integration of special education and general education (Graden, 1989).  
In contrast to the teacher assistance teams, pre-referral intervention teams focused on 
more formalized, data-based consultation with the purpose of reducing the number of 
inappropriate special education referrals (Graden, Casey, & Christenson, 1985). Pre-referral 
teams focused on more of a systems approach to supporting teachers as well as the importance of 
effective interventions. Supporters of the teacher assistance teams and pre-referral intervention 
teams had slightly differing philosophies (Safran & Safran, 1996). Those favoring teacher 
assistance teams wanted a process that empowered teachers and only utilized consulting 
specialists when necessary. They criticized the pre-referral teams as becoming too highly 
structured, time consuming, and bureaucratic. There was also the concern that the term pre-
referral linked the process to special education and took the focus away from its intended 
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purpose of being a problem solving process. However, both approaches are team based and 
promote a problem solving process, and many models implement elements from both 
approaches.  
Various school-based team models have been implemented including: School 
Consultation Committees (McGothlin, 1981), the Prereferral Intervention Model (Graden , 
Casey, & Bonstrom, 1983), Collaborative Peer Problem Solving (Puglach & Johnson, 1988), 
Intervention Assistance Teams (Graden, 1989), Child Study Teams (Moore, Fifield, Spira, & 
Scarlato, 1989), Mainstream Assistance Teams (Fuchs, Fuchs, and Bahr, 1990), Instructional 
Support Teams (Kovaleski, Tucker, and Duffy, 1995), and Instructional Consultation Teams 
(Rosenfield & Gravois, 1996). These various models that were developed had similar goals in 
having a multidisciplinary team assist teachers in developing interventions or strategies to help 
meet the needs of students in the regular classroom. The teams mostly followed similar 
procedures: (a) request for a consultation, (b) consultation, (c) observation, (d) conference, and 
(e) formal referral for special education eligibility (Graden et. al., 1985).   
Most Pre-referral Intervention Team (PIT) approaches fall into one of five primary 
models including Teacher Assistance Teams (TAT), Intervention Assistance Teams (IAT), 
Mainstream Assistance Teams (MAT), Instructional Consultation Teams (ICT), and Instructional 
Support Teams (IST) (Burns et al, 2005). Many of these teams use a systematic problem-solving 
format including problem identification, data collection, generation of intervention, and ongoing 
assessment of those interventions (Nelson et al., 1991). The most widely implemented model, the 
pre-referral intervention team PIT was originally developed as a collaborative problem solving 
model. Pre-referral teams have been criticized for mostly functioning as a decision-making 
process for referral to special education rather functioning as a problem solving process as they 
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were intended (Burns et al, 2005). When PITs are used in a problem solving service delivery 
model, the name of the teams is often changed to problem solving teams (PST) and the concept 
of "pre-referral" is eliminated.  
An essential difference among the models is which school professionals are part of the 
team. According to Burns et al. (2005) “the TAT model incorporates only teachers brainstorming 
among themselves, but ICT and MAT include specialists. The IST includes a master teacher who 
is both teacher and specialist. School principals are arguably important, active members of the 
team in most PIT approaches except in the TAT model (p.99).” 
Most research on RTI models draws from the research on the pre-referral intervention 
models that were intended to be problems solving models and that implemented intervention at 
varying levels of intensity, or tiers. However, there are essential differences between the pre-
referral intervention models and the RTI problem solving models in that historically the pre-
referral teams focused on individual students, teams usually had to brainstorm interventions, and 
they used data from only a few formal assessments to determine special education placement. 
The RTI problem solving teams are functioning on universal screening, research-based 
interventions, and multiple data points for decision making.  
There is a body of research that points to the effectiveness of pre-referral intervention 
teams as measured through various outcomes. According to Truscott et al. (2005), implementing 
these teams has led to reduced and more appropriate special education referrals and reduced 
unnecessary special education testing. Schools utilizing teams have reported results in improved 
student performance as well as improved teachers‟ attitudes and skill in reaching struggling 
students. Rock and Zigmond (2001) recognized that the knowledge base concerning the benefits 
of intervention assistance is predominantly descriptive. The research has focused on descriptions 
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of intervention-assistance models, confirmation of reduction rates in special education referrals, 
summarizing interventions, and reporting levels of teacher satisfaction. Burns and Symington 
(2002) discussed the problem of there being only a relatively small body of research on the 
effectiveness of pre-referral intervention teams and that the body of research suffers from low 
sample sizes and no control groups. Although there is criticism of the research conducted on pre-
referral intervention assistance teams, it is important to discuss what the research does imply as it 
provides us with background for RtI team research.   
Factors Affecting the Implementation and Effectiveness of Teams  
Chalfant and Psych (1989) studied 96 Teacher Assistance Teams (TATs) each in its first 
year of development over a period of ten years in seven states in rural, urban, and suburban 
schools. The authors trained TAT members and served as consultants as the teams developed. 
They found that the success of the interventions implemented by the team was related to the 
severity of the problem and the quality of implementation. They found barriers to 
implementation to be insufficient time, no useful intervention strategy, interference with the 
special education referral process, lack of readiness to properly initiate teams, and insufficient 
impact on student performance.  Although the structure of the TAT model differs than that of the 
problem solving model, this study had implications for school-based teams.  
More specific to multidisciplinary teams, Abelson and Woodman (1983) discuss the 
problems influencing team effectiveness that have become apparent through a number of studies: 
1) trust and collaboration among interdisciplinary team members is lacking on most teams, 2) 
there is a need for more commitment and involvement of team members, 3) there is a need to 
determine common goals and role expectations, 4) there is a need for more systematic collection 
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of data especially while interventions are being implemented, and there is a lack of training of 
school psychologists and other team members in effective decision making.  
Pfeiffer (1980) analyzes multidisciplinary team effectiveness and concluded that there 
were four problem areas that had surfaced at the time of the study: 1) parents and regular 
education teachers were less involved in the process than was intended by special education 
legislation, 2) teams varied tremendously in the type of information they collected and analyzed, 
3) there were little data to suggest these teams were making the most appropriate decisions, and 
4) there was mixed evidence of teams facilitating collaboration and trust among colleagues.  
Conway (2000) surveyed 108 school principals of all levels regarding the pre-referral 
team at their school using a 37 item survey including both Lickert scale items and open ended 
questions. Although the majority of principals saw the team as a positive impact on teachers and 
students, they for the most part thought the teams did not have enough time to adequately 
address problems. Only a small percentage of them thought teachers actually implemented the 
recommendations of the teams due to their lack of willingness or ability. They saw the benefits 
of the process being: the ability to support teachers through collaboration and problem solving 
and the ability to document the process. They saw room for growth in the process in improving 
the implementation of recommendations, providing more training to team members, and 
rectifying the amount of voluntary time the members give to the team.   
Burns and Symington (2002) conducted a meta analysis of research on pre-referral 
intervention teams by reviewing 72 articles for effect sizes on student outcomes (time on task, 
student completion of task, scores on behavior rating scales, and observations of target behavior) 
and systemic outcomes (referrals to and placements in special education, and increase in 
counseling activity by psychologists). Only nine of the studies met criteria for review. The 
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authors found significant data regarding the implementation of pre-referral teams. Those schools 
that utilized university based teams (teams trained and implemented by university personnel for 
the purpose of empirical study) as a resource yielded more positive results than field-based 
teams. The authors suggested university teams may be implemented with higher levels of 
fidelity. They also found consistent but not significant results pointing towards teams being 
effective in reducing referrals to special education. 
A more recent study by Truscott et al (2005) explored the implementation of intervention 
teams across the states and searched for common goals and themes among the teams. The 
authors conducted two national surveys to describe the states‟ positions on pre-referral 
intervention teams (PITs). They found from one survey of all of the states that 86% of states 
either required or recommended PITs yet they provided schools with little guidance on how to 
implement them. The second survey was administered randomly to four schools from each state. 
There were few common goals across the states with the most common goals being to decrease 
inappropriate testing or referrals to special education and to increase student performance.  
Effects on Students and Teachers 
A few studies have addressed how implementing intervention teams have specifically 
influenced student performance through obtaining feedback from teachers and students and 
through measuring academic learning time. One study by Fuchs and Fuchs (1990) studied the 
effects of a Mainstream Assistance Team, a teacher consultative approach to prereferral 
intervention, over a three year period in a large urban school district. The authors collected pre 
and post intervention observational data of 103 students and collected questionnaires and rating 
scales from the students‟ teachers. The results indicated that the intervention process 
implemented drastically reduced the students‟ problem behavior and allowed for the teachers to 
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have more positive attitudes toward the students. The students were less likely to be referred for 
special education than students in control groups. The exact data were not reported in the study, 
but the authors caution that the teachers and consultants had the benefit of receiving assistance 
from the researchers implementing the program and therefore the same effects may not be 
represented in schools without these resources.  
Kovaleski (1999) examined the academic performance of at risk students affected by the 
Instructional Support Team (IST) process implemented statewide in Pennsylvania. Participants 
included at risk students from 500 school districts. The researchers measured academic learning 
time as measured by time on task, task completion, and task comprehension through a series of 
classroom observations. The schools were also categorized by their level of implementation of 
ISTs. The study found that in schools that implemented the ISTs with high levels of fidelity had 
students performing consistently better over time than in schools that low levels of 
implementation or no implementation. They also found that schools that had low levels or half 
hearted levels of implementation are no better than those that do not implement the program at 
all.   
One study specifically addressed the impact of support teams on teachers. Pugach and 
Johnson (1988) examined the effectiveness of a structured problem solving process they called 
peer collaboration. The process was designed to assist classroom teachers in developing 
interventions for students with mild learning and behavior problems. There were 48 teachers 
participating in the experimental group and 43 teachers in a comparison group. Experimental 
teachers were trained in peer collaboration for two months. Data were collected through a 
questionnaire and a Teachable Pupil Survey that was designed to identify teacher preference in 
cognitive, social, and school appropriate behavior dimensions. Peer collaboration meetings were 
 38 
 
also tape recorded and analyzed. Data suggest that the peer collaboration process had a positive 
impact on teachers. Teachers in the intervention group had significantly higher expectations 
regarding the cognitive abilities of their students showing they had a greater tolerance for 
students with lesser abilities. Teachers became more specific in their understanding of problems 
they encountered, were able to discuss the issues in a more solvable way, and were able to 
identify and implement alternatives in their teaching strategies successfully.  
Effects on Special Education Referral Rates and Service Delivery Practices 
A number of studies reviewed addressed the impact of intervention teams on referral and 
placement rates for special education as well as general service delivery practices. Chalfant and 
Psych (1989) found that after TAT intervention only a small percentage of students were referred 
for special education assessment and that a large percentage of those students were found eligible 
for services implying a more accurate process. Graden, Casey, and Christenson (1985) studied 
referral rates in two subsequent studies. Both studies explored the effectiveness of using a special 
education consultant as a prereferral intervention. In both investigations they found that the rates 
declined for both referral and placement for four out of six schools studied. A critique of the 
study implied that the process was actually not more accurate in placing students in special 
education because we would want to see the numbers of students being referred declining but the 
number of students placed in special education increasing from those tested (Nelson et. al, 1991).  
Hartman and Fay (1996) examined ISTs in Pennsylvania to analyze referral and 
placement rates. They found that referral rates of IST programs grew to about 9% of the school 
population while the placement rates stayed consistent. The findings show that schools 
implementing IST were able to serve and maintain large numbers of students in general 
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education programs performing a needed prevention function for 9% of the school population 
per year while maintaining the cost of a traditional referral program.  
Reschly and Starkweather (1997) evaluated the Minneapolis Problem Solving Model 
(PSM) through direct assessment of samples of students identified as eligible for special 
education at schools with PSM programs. They explored whether these students would likely 
meet traditional criteria for LD or MMI, the explored staff perceptions, implementation fidelity, 
and quality of interventions used at PSM schools and traditional schools. They found that at PSM 
schools, the pre-referral interventions were of higher quality, students received special education 
services earlier, staff attitudes regarding PSM were generally positive, and there was an overlap 
of 75 percent between students identified through PSM and traditional programs. 
Rock and Zigmond (2001) studied the effectiveness of intervention support teams (ISTs) 
in nine elementary schools in an urban Pennsylvania school district. They followed a sample of 
140 students in grades K-5 who were referred to the IST team. They found that 22% of the 
students undergoing IST interventions were eventually placed in special education and they 
therefore caution that the process may have delayed necessary specifically designed instruction 
and special education services to students who may have needed them sooner than actually 
occurred.  Kovaleski (2002) criticizes the study for its limited sample size. He highlights the 
point that ISTs may help teachers determine which students will benefit from brief intensive 
interventions and which students need to implemented on an ongoing basis for student to 
maintain progress.  
Marston, Muyskens, Lau, & Canter (2003) examined the PSM in Minneapolis schools 
and the impact of implementation on referral and identification rates. They found that the 
number of referrals for interventions nearly doubled while the number of students being 
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identified for special education services remained constant. They also found significant effect 
sizes in measures of kindergarteners receiving intensive interventions in concepts of print versus 
those not receiving the interventions. They also performed a discriminant-validity analysis of the 
PSM by reviewing reading performance of students moving through the 3 stages. They found 
that as expected, consistently across grade levels as students moved through each stage there was 
a decrease in CBM reading performance and a lower growth rate.    
Quality of Interventions and Fidelity of Implementation 
A few studies focused on the intervention strategies suggested by intervention teams and 
their impact on students and teachers. Fuchs and Fuchs (1990) studied the effects of three pre-
referral intervention procedures and measured students‟ achievement and teachers‟ perceptions 
of the process in relation to the degree of implementation of the process. They found that 
student‟s achievement goals for behavior increased with increased degrees of implementation. 
They also found that participating teachers found the pre-referral processes to be effective in 
helping students make positive changes.   
Flugum and Reschly (1994) collected data over a course of three years to determine the 
extent to which pre-referral interventions were provided, the quality of those interventions, and 
to identify the characteristics that differentiate successful from unsuccessful interventions. They 
randomly selected 312 students from Iowa who had been referred and received a comprehensive 
evaluation but found ineligible for special education services. Participants also included the 
students‟ teachers and related service personnel. The authors administered questionnaires that 
addressed the quality indicators of behavioral definition, direct measure, step-by-step plan, 
treatment integrity, graphing of results, and direct comparison to baseline.  
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They found that the majority of pre-referral interventions were lacking in one or more of 
the indices and that there was low implementation of the interventions. So many students who 
were struggling with learning and behavior problems were not actually receiving the necessary 
pre-referral interventions or they were receiving them sporadically. The authors found that the 
quality of the interventions varied rather drastically and the higher quality interventions, or those 
that did involve the indices, were seen as more successful by both regular teachers and related 
personnel in terms of positive student outcomes. They recommended a need for more research on 
systematic problem solving with pre-referral interventions. 
Truscott et al (2005) conducted surveys of PITs across the states and found the most 
common recommendations for interventions were directed at the student, implemented by the 
classroom teacher, and related to academics. PIT interventions seldom required teachers to 
significantly alter classroom instruction or management practices and the interventions were as 
simple as “to reduce the student‟s work” or “change the child‟s seat”. Only a few schools 
mentioned monitoring the interventions.    
Lane, Pierson, Robertson, and Little (2004) explored 354 teachers‟ perceptions of 
interventions generated by pre-referral intervention teams and their view on receiving direct 
assistance in implementing the interventions. Results showed that teachers largely referred 
students to the pre-referral team for academic concerns in reading and writing. The majority of 
interventions called for implementation by teachers during the course of the school day. They 
found that the majority of teachers indicated that the interventions targeted important goals, 
contained acceptable procedures, and were implemented with a high degree of fidelity. But a 
large number of teachers found the outcomes to be less than desirable. Teachers who received 
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demonstrations and follow up support rated it positively whereas teachers who did not receive 
this support rated it less likely to improve intervention effectiveness.  
Burns, Peters, and Noell (2008) hypothesized that providing performance feedback to 
problem solving teams would increase the procedural integrity, or the fidelity of implementation 
of problem solving teams. Using a 20 item checklist the authors observed team meetings at three 
elementary schools. They collected baseline data before giving performance feedback and then 
gave team members the checklist and a chapter to refer the items in greater detail. The authors 
then collected data from the checklist every week for a period of 15 weeks. Their results showed 
that there was an immediate change in level of implementation at all three schools immediately 
following the initial feedback loop. The teams used data to develop interventions with greater 
frequency, they consistently used forms to request meetings and document the process, and they 
followed up meetings with consultation or future meetings with greater consistency. But the 
teams still did not monitor student progress, assess the effectiveness of the intervention, or 
measure the integrity with which the intervention was implemented. The authors expressed their 
concerns with some of these integral parts of the process not being implemented even after 
receiving feedback as these missing components may “render an intervention plan inert” (p. 
546).    
The Decision-Making Process 
A substantial body of research has been dedicated to understanding the decision-making 
processes and interaction of team members serving on the pre-referral intervention team. A 
seminal study by Mehan, Hartwick, and Meihls (1986) has provided us with a great deal of 
insight into the role and function of these teams. The authors reviewed the records of 157 
students participating in the referral system, observed in teachers‟ classrooms, observed 
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assessment sessions with schools psychologists, observed committee-meeting proceedings, and 
interviewed participants in key decision making events. They found that in regards to the 
decision making process, “placement outcomes were more ratification of actions that had taken 
place at previous stages of the decision-making process than decisions reached in formal 
meetings. (p. 164) and that committee meetings are more “a culmination, a formalization, of a 
lengthy process that originates in the classroom. (p. 165).” What the authors found with regards 
to the process was that that they considered information presented by committee members and 
then made decisions for placement without considering alternative causes for the students‟ 
struggles or alternatives to immediate testing for special education placement. They then 
explained the decisions to the parents and developed written goals and objectives.  
The type of information presented and the way the information was presented to the 
committee varied according to the status and expertise of the participants of the meeting. There 
seemed to be a hierarchy of members. For example the psychologist and nurse were ranked 
higher than the classroom teacher and the parent was ranked at the bottom of the hierarchy. In 
observing the meetings the authors pointed out that those ranked higher were rarely interrupted, 
use more technical language, and relied on education tests, whereas the parents and teachers gave 
more personal, informal reports the were at times elicited from the nurse and psychologist. An 
interesting observation was that after analyzing school records showing the reason for student 
referral, these records often conflicted with the teachers‟ interview reasons for referral.  
Bray, Colema, and Gotts (1981) interviewed and surveyed 205 professionals involved on 
interdisciplinary teams serving students with disabilities in the Southwest over a two year period. 
They developed a survey based on 35 concerns most frequently cited across initial interviews 
categorized as a) logical/procedural concerns, b) group interactional concerns, and c) discipline-
 44 
 
related concerns. The findings showed that participants found more barriers in 
logistical/procedural issues versus groups interactional or discipline-related categories. The 
authors comment on the fact that this may be a result of what teams focus on when they are 
initially developing. They may pay closer attention to procedural issues than group interaction 
for example.    
Ysseldyke, Algozzine, Richey, and Graden (1982) videotaped 20 school based team 
meetings for the purpose of determining the kinds of data presented in these team meetings and 
the extent to which the data were related to the eligibility decisions that were made. The authors 
coded statements made in the videos relevant to 1) expected and actual level of student 
performance and 2) the extent to which the statement would support or be irrelevant to eligibility 
for learning disability services. They found that the more test information that was presented the 
more likely the decision was to classify the student as LD. They also found that 83% of the 
statements made at the meetings were considered irrelevant to the decision. These findings 
implied that although teams may be collecting extensive amount of information that is supposed 
to facilitate decision making has little influence on the actual decisions and that decisions seem 
to be being made independent of the data.  
Ysseldyke, Algozzine, and Mitchell (1982) studied the characteristics of effective team 
meetings through developing a videotaped observational system. The authors observed 34 team 
meetings in 16 school districts in Minnesota. They explored to what extent teams verbalized their 
goals and found that the purpose of the meeting was only stated in 35% of the meetings. They 
explored to what extent teams analyze alternative methods for goal achievement and found that 
more time was spent describing needs rather than generating alternative solutions. There was a 
clear effort to provide data to contribute to a view of student performance. They investigated to 
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what extent all team members actively participate in decision-making functions. The roles of 
team members were never defined and team member could sit through an entire meeting without 
participating or being encouraged to do so. Team members did not encourage parent 
participation. Parental input was requested very infrequently and usually only for verification. 
Technical jargon was not clarified usually. Although decisions were made in 88% of the 
meetings, it was unclear as to who made the decision or the specific nature of the decision. It was 
difficult to judge whether there were procedures for implementing the decisions.  
Abelson and Woodman (1983) conducted a review of the research on team effectiveness 
that has implications for school based teams. There appear to be shared characteristics among 
new teams being formed: a) team members may be confused as to their role on the team, b) 
members may be confused as to social relationships among team members, c) members may not 
be aware of how their individual skills relate to group goals, d) understanding of long range 
goals is difficult to achieve at first, e) there is confusion about how decisions will be made and 
how the team will operate, and f) team members focus more on tasks initially rather than social 
relationships. The authors state that decisions are often ineffective due to members not feeling 
comfortable in expressing their opinions. Additionally, it is necessary for roles and 
responsibilities to be determined for effective team functioning. Teams must set goals and 
identify problems that interfere with their goals.  
Moore, Fifield, Spira, and Scarlato (1989) conducted a review of the literature on team 
decision making in special education. The authors concluded that the efficacy of team decision 
making is inconclusive. Factors that inhibit the decision making process are a) arbitrary 
implementation decisions, b) poor preparation for team participation, and c) difficulties in 
communicating discipline-specific information.  Since local educational agencies have control 
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over the function of child support teams in schools, the teams can be limited in their involvement 
in program planning and in dealing with larger environmental factors in the analysis of referral 
problems. Large teams that have poorly defined organizational structures are not as effective in 
their decision making, most teams tend to “rubber stamp” decisions made by one or two team 
members, and they seem to be acting more as a committee rather than allowing all team 
members equal status in the decision making process. Most team members have limited training 
and preparation for team roles and have limited ability to remediate group process problems. 
Additionally, there are difficulties in team members communicating discipline-specific 
information as each discipline has its own unique vocabulary and assessment methods. There 
also tends to be lack of systematic attempts to evaluate team processes and their educational 
outcomes.  
Gutkin and Nemeth (1997) reviewed the literature to examine factors influencing the 
quality of the decision making process in pre-referral teams. The authors note that teams in some 
settings “have been found to reach inappropriate decisions based on irrelevant student data, 
resource availability, and how potently a teacher complains about a referred student while 
ignoring relevant and central classification data” (p. 2). The authors discuss the notion that some 
team members may be susceptible to the power of the majority when making decisions and 
decisions are often made without achieving a consensus. There tends to be a lack of creative 
problem solving among teams and there is a lack of constructive disagreement among team 
members. School psychologists hold a great deal of influence in the decision making and 
establishing of norms for pre-referral teams. The authors also note the challenges to establishing 
outcome criteria for measuring the effectiveness of pre-referral intervention teams.  
The Roles of Team Members and Team Interactions 
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 Chalfant and Psych (1979) concluded that the quality of teams depended on 
administrative support, the diversity and qualification of team members, and the quality of 
involvement of non-team teachers. Conway (2000) interviewed school principals to find out that 
most teams were comprised of at least a general education teacher, a special education teacher, a 
school counselor, and the building principal, and is usually chaired by the special education 
teacher.  The author noted this as interesting in light of the pre-referral process being a general 
education initiative. About 85% of the principals stated that they kept parents informed of the 
process. They mostly saw themselves as being integral participants in the process and the need to 
be involved in all aspects. They found that there was quite a range in the members serving on the 
team with referring teachers being the most common and the least common being educational 
specialists, parents, and community advocates.  
As discussed above, the membership of the teams varies according to the models. Buck et 
al. (2003) reported that there is not one group of specialists that holds the leadership position 
among the teams across states. Some have general education teachers, some are counselors, some 
are school psychologists, and some are special education teachers. PIT models also vary in their 
approach between case management and broad participation models where some teams assign a 
role of case manager to consult with teachers, design interventions, and monitor progress of an 
individual student (Burns et al., 2005).  
Ysseldyke, Algozzine, and Allen (1981) explored the participation of regular classroom 
teachers in team meetings. The authors videotaped 24 special education placement team 
meetings. The teachers were also asked to respond to four questions following each meeting to 
state their satisfaction with the meeting and how they felt their presence was valued at the 
meeting. The authors noted that in the team meetings the teachers participated on average of 27 
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percent of the time. In 7 of the meetings the teacher talked less than 10 percent of the time. Test 
data and recommendations were not discussed by teachers in over 67 percent of the meetings. 
The authors suggest that nobody is requesting or eliciting this information from the teachers. 
They concluded that the teachers are not participating in these meetings very substantially or 
they are doing so in a superficial manner. Information from teacher administered tests or 
teachers‟ recommendations for placement were seldom presented or requested.  
Trailor (1982) suggested that classroom teachers who participated in role clarification 
training participated more in team decision making. In this study, the researcher analyzed the 
verbal input and content of team members and noted that although teachers shared more 
information, other team members still addressed them very little perhaps perceiving their role as 
not significant. The team members also addressed the parents very frequently implying the 
parents were more receivers than transmitters of information.  
Frankenberger et al (1988) conducted a study to determine the importance of 
contributions made by team members in determining whether a child had a disability. Parents 
and professionals used a rating scale to rated the importance of their own contributions as well as 
the contributions of other individuals during team conferences. The rating scales were randomly 
sent to 100 special education directors in the state of Wisconsin. Results from 235 questionnaires 
showed that psychologists were the most influential followed by special education teachers, 
speech pathologists, parents, classroom teachers, and medical specialists. They found that the 
ratings were consistent regardless of the particular condition of the student.  
Knoff (1983) conducted a similar study where 20 psychologists and 20 special education 
teachers rated each other on special education placement. Results showed school psychologists 
having the most influence on placement decisions followed by the special education teacher, the 
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central administrator, the parent, principal, social worker, speech pathologist, school counselor, 
classroom teacher, medical specialist, and parent advocate.   
More recently, Rodger (1995) discussed the role of parents and teachers in the IEP 
process. Parents have continually remained passive participants in team meetings for number of 
reasons (Skinner, 1991): a) there is a lack of information for parents about the process, b) 
professionals are lacking skills in consulting with parents, and c) parents may feel intimidated by 
the process. Turnbull and Turnbull (1986) suggested a) there may be logistical problems for 
parents that limit their attendance at the meetings, b) communication may be more challenging 
due to cultural or language differences as well as jargon, c) parents may not fully understand the 
system, d) they have feelings of inferiority in helping their child‟s development. Teachers 
sometimes give different reasons for parents‟ passive role in the process including parent apathy 
or lack of time and understanding.  
Bahr, Whitten, Dieker, Kocarek, and Manson (1999) examined the practices of 121 
school-based intervention teams from three states (Michigan, Illinois, and Wisconsin). They 
surveyed team members as well as referring teachers to explore a) the nature of referrals 
addressed by the team, b) perceptions of team effectiveness, c) identification of professionals 
who best facilitate team problem solving via their knowledge and communication skills, and d) 
use of quality indices in development and implementation. Results found that the majority of 
teams were functioning at the pre-referral level rather than at the stage of referring students to 
special education. Most participants reported they viewed intervention teams as functioning 
positively and effectively. They reported that administrators were the most effective 
communicators on the team and that they contributed most to team effectiveness. The most 
typical type of follow up was reported as individual verbal contact and a follow meeting with the 
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team. The majority of team members reported high use of quality indices such as assignment of 
specific responsibilities to team members and use of permanent products to evaluate academic 
progress.  The authors expressed concerns with two of the findings a) although the team 
members rated verbal follow up and team meetings as adequate, it may not actually be adequate 
as they may be overlooking the importance of written documentation for a variety of reasons, 
and b) another concern was that 94% of members indicated that teacher judgment of intervention 
effectiveness was the most frequently used quality index without using objective, data-based 
evaluation methods.  
Etscheidt and Knesting (2007) conducted a qualitative case study to examine the factors 
influencing the interpersonal dynamics of a pre-referral process that was deemed exemplary by 
its district administrators. The authors collected observation data from 17 pre-referral meetings 
that were conducted by nine team members: the principal, a family support worker, two school 
counselors, a school psychologist, and agency based social worker, a first grade teacher, a third 
grade teacher, and a special education teacher. In addition to observations, individual interviews 
were collected at two separate stages of the research and used as primary data sources. The 
authors found several themes relating to the constitution of the team: a) Members of the team 
emphasized the value of a multidisciplinary perspective. The diverse expertise of the team 
members contributed to a more complete understanding of the referred student, b) The same 
individuals served on the committee for the entire year so there was continuity and consistency, 
c) The team members had a strong sense of commitment to the team, d) Parent participation was 
considered an integral part of the process, e) The principal‟s involvement greatly and positively 
influenced group dynamics.  
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There were several themes found in the nature of the team‟s interactions: a) There was a 
strong link between data documentation and the discussions and decisions of the problem-
solving groups, b) the problem solving process focused on a single concern for a student, c) The 
team explored various multiple intervention options to address problems of concern with a 
preference for general education interventions, d) the team members maintained professionalism 
during conflict or disagreement. There were themes related to the outcome of the process: a) 
there was great teacher acceptance and buy-in for the process, and b) there were constant and 
continuing efforts to improve the process by the team members.  
Knotek (2003) conducted a micro-ethnographic investigation of how the social processes 
and context of multidisciplinary teams (MDTs) in two rural southern elementary schools may 
have inhibited the teams‟ unbiased discussions of African-American students. The author, a 
psychologist at the two schools conducted observations, transcribed meetings, collected 
documents, and conducted interviews to obtain data from the team meetings. The author found 
that the problem solving process varied considerably depending upon the kind of social 
interactions among team members especially in describing the student and defining the problem.  
One theme the author found was related to the teachers‟ focus of concern and locus of the 
problem. Teachers referring students often failed to acknowledge their role in the student teacher 
process and focused on negative aspects of the student. The social context of the team seemed 
less about reflective problem solving and more about the “reflexive acknowledgment of a 
colleague‟s experience (p. 8).” Another theme concerned SES and problem identification. The 
team consistently discussed the parents‟ educational level, parents‟ marital status, parents‟ 
educational levels and their own histories in the county school system. These discussions 
supported a definition of the problem as occurring away from the school. A third theme related 
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to the team members‟ social status and conceptualizations of the problem. The author states that 
“not all ideas were created equal (p. 8)”. Team members who were deemed high status were the 
more permanent members with graduate degrees and specialized roles (principals, counselors, 
and school psychologists). These members had significant influence over how the students‟ 
problems were conceptualized by the whole team. They affected the direction and tone of the 
discussion through their use of descriptors and conceptualizations that other team members 
adopted as their own views. Finally, the interventions developed for the students seemed to be 
based more upon socially constructed definitions of the problem as deemed by the team.  
Collaboration and School Teams 
The decision-making that occurs among school-based teams relies on many levels of 
interaction. Throughout the literature there has been a discussion of how school professionals 
collaborate to meet the needs of the diverse students they serve. The move to RTI requires more 
collaboration among professionals than ever before. In order for school-based teams who are 
implementing an RTI process to be effective and productive, there are many levels of 
collaboration that need to be in place. Professionals need to collaborate in implementing 
interventions, aligning interventions with the literacy core curriculum, gathering data and making 
decisions based on data. Many researchers have defined the essential elements of collaboration 
within a school setting.  
According to Friend and Cook (1992) collaboration is voluntary, requires equal decision-
making power, is based on mutual goals, depends on shared responsibility for participation and 
decision making, and individuals share resources and accountability for outcomes and value each 
others‟ expertise. Other researchers have highlighted similar elements of collaboration in that 
group members: agree to view all members, including students, as possessing unique and needed 
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expertise; engage in frequent face-to-face interaction; distribute leadership responsibilities and 
hold each other accountable for agreed upon commitments; understand the importance of 
reciprocity; emphasize both task completion and relationship building; agree to consciously 
practice and increase their social interaction and task achievement skills (Thousand et al., in 
press; Idol et al., 1994; Nevin, Thousand, Paolucci-Whitcomb, & Villa, 1990, Pugach and 
Johnson (1995). According to Dufour and Eaker (1998) building a successful collaborative team 
in an educational setting requires a) time for collaboration built into the process b) explicitly 
stated purpose for the collaboration c) training/support for personnel and d) a commitment by 
educators to work as true professional colleagues.  
Cook et al (1991) clarified some important misconceptions regarding collaboration in 
special education settings. The authors argue that although collaboration exists in many school 
settings it is not a prerequisite for student success. Many times interactions are called 
collaboration but the participants are not using collaborative techniques. Collaboration in school 
may occur informally as well as through organizational efforts. Collaboration requires time to 
develop, therefore participants need time to develop trust and respect and develop informal rules 
of interaction.  
There has been significant research linking collaboration with improved teacher efficacy 
and to a lesser extent, student achievement. For example, Bownell et al (1997) conducted a 
review of the literature on teacher collaboration that included empirical studies across a few 
decades. The authors gathered the following characteristics for teacher collaboration: a) shared 
vision for students learning and teaching b) common commitment to collaboration c) 
communities of care d) frequent extended positive interactions between school faculty and 
leaders and e) administrative leadership and power sharing- these are reliable in collaborative 
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environments and predict sustainability of collaboration. They found significant barriers to 
collaboration to be: individualism, balkanization, and contrived collegiality. The main themes in 
the literature regarding benefits of collaboration for teachers were: heightened efficacy, 
improved leadership abilities, and an improved knowledge base. Benefits for students have been 
poorly documented throughout the literature however the authors suggest that teacher efficacy 
can be correlated with student achievement.  
Pounder (1998) examined teacher collaboration by studying teachers who participated 
formally as middle school team members to coordinate curriculum, interventions, management, 
and parental communications, as compared with non-teaming teachers. Pounder found that 
teachers who worked on teams reported more skill variety, knowledge of student performance, 
contact with parents, and knowledge of other teachers‟ work. Pounder asserted that when 
teachers work together on formal teams, there is a “tighter connection between teachers‟ work 
and student outcomes” (p. 66). The authors conclude that this is because collaboration provides 
valuable opportunities for teachers to learn to improve their instruction. Shachar and 
Shmuelevitz (1997) also reported that higher levels of self-efficacy were associated with 
increases in teacher collaboration. Benefits to students are presumed to result from the positive 
changes experienced by teachers. For example, teachers‟ sense of increased efficacy, an outcome 
supported by research on teacher collaboration, has been linked to improved student 
achievement. 
Hunt et al (2003) investigated the effects of collaborative teaming between general 
educators and special educators when looking at the outcomes for six elementary school students 
at risk for academic problems. The teams comprised of special educators, general educators, and 
parents utilized a collaborative problem solving process to identify problems and propose 
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solutions. The outcomes suggested these students benefitted from a unified support plan 
implemented by the collaborative teams. As a result, students demonstrated increased academic 
skills, higher levels of engagement in the classroom, and improved peer interactions.  
Some of the studies reviewed in the literature reported that teachers working in 
collaborative groups had less referrals to special education (Chalfant 1989, Fuchs 1990, Pugach 
and Johnson, 1995). For example, Gravois and Rosenfield (2006) investigated the impact of IC 
teams on referral to special education rates for minority students. The participants included 13 
schools with IC teams and 9 comparison schools. The teams had specific training in 
collaboration, problems solving, curriculum based assessments, and data based decision making. 
Over the course of two years the outcomes suggested that the referrals and special education 
placements decreased for minority students as a result of the IC teaming process.  
Goddard et al (2007) conducted a data analysis to test the relationship between teacher 
surveys of collaboration and student achievement data. The researchers found indications that 
teacher collaboration is associated with increased levels of student achievement in both reading 
and mathematics. These results are important given that most prior research on teacher 
collaboration has considered results for the teachers involved, rather than student-level 
outcomes. 
One recent study focused on some guiding principles for collaborating with culturally and 
linguistically diverse families. Blue-Banning et al (2004) interviewed 137 families from CLD 
backgrounds about collaboration and reported six characteristics of effective collaboration: a) 
communication that is positive, understanding, and respectful b) commitment to the child and 
family c) equal power in decision making d) competence in implementing and achieving goals, 
e) mutual trust f) mutual respect. The authors suggest schools develop a progressive plan to 
 56 
 
develop such collaborative relationships a) include parents in the collaborative relationship from 
beginning to end, b) help teachers better understand the needs of families from culturally diverse 
backgrounds, c) include activities designed to strengthen the trust that culturally diverse parents 
hold for educational professionals in the IEP process.  
Another interesting study that has implications for this current study, conducted by 
Shepherd (2006), focused on the principal‟s role in collaboration. The author conducted 
interviews, observations, and document analysis of the principal‟s role in implementing effective 
support teams under RTI. The researchers found that the principals established a commitment to 
the teams through participation and support, they helped create team structures and membership, 
they modeled the use of effective collaborative meeting processes, and linked team processes and 
outcomes to other professional development and school efforts.  
The Decision-Making Process for English Language Learners 
Harry and Klingner (2005) conducted an intensive three year qualitative study of the 
placement process in 12 elementary schools in a large, multicultural urban school district. They 
conducted interviews and observations of classrooms and placement conferences. The authors 
found that there were processes at both the systemic and individual level in place that contributed 
to the pattern of misrepresentation of minority students in special education. They concluded that 
there were inequitable factors influencing three main phases of the special education placement 
process: children‟s opportunity to learn prior to referral, the decision-making processes that led 
to placement, and the quality of the special education experience.  
Specific to the conference meetings, the authors found that schools functioned from a 
deficit view of disabilities. They confirmed the prior notion that the meetings were essentially 
“ratifications of actions taken earlier (p. 91).” Patterns of teacher referral were variable and 
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sometimes depended on the strength and perceptions of the individual view of the teacher 
whether to initiate a referral. The conferences “typically took no account of the ecology of the 
classroom from which the child was being referred. The assumption seemed to be that the 
problem was necessarily in the child, not in the environment. Typically no one asked whether a 
teacher‟s instruction or classroom management might be an important contributor to a child‟s 
difficulties (p. 104).” They did consider the source to be the child‟s home environment though.  
When exploring the roles of the professionals involved in the decision making process, 
even though psychologists seemed to control the decision process they often relied on teachers to 
make informal diagnoses of students often affecting the evaluation and placement of students. 
The philosophies of the psychologists in regards to preconceived beliefs about children and 
families, their view of the efficacy of special education, preferences for certain test, and the 
influence of their colleagues‟ opinions was variable and non-scientific.  
Specific to the referral process for ELLs, the authors found that bilingual assessors were 
rarely used and issues related to language acquisition were rarely considered when referral or 
placement decisions were made. Additionally there was confusion among personnel relating to 
whether to refer bilingual students at certain proficiency levels. There was considerable 
miscommunication among personnel and parents which led to parents‟‟ misunderstandings about 
the process and reluctance to place their children in special education.  
Klingner and Harry (2006), utilizing data from their previous 3 year study, investigated 
the referral and decision making process in 9 of the 12 schools focusing on 19 ELL students who 
had been referred. Through interviews and observations some intriguing findings were reported 
about the process. They found that there were significant differences in how the process was 
carried out across all schools. There was great confusion centering around language proficiency 
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as to when an ELL could be referred. In some schools issues of a child‟s language proficiency 
were discussed at length whereas other schools relied on test data. They found that there were 
instances where teachers were misinterpreting a student‟s lack of full English proficiency as low 
IQ or learning disabilities.   
During the decision making process there was an overreliance on psychological 
evaluation scores with the disregard for other pertinent information such as teacher quality or 
environmental factors. Pre-referral strategies were rarely recommended and they were 
implemented inconsistently. The roles of the team members greatly influenced the decision 
making process. The interaction of the teams followed somewhat of a hierarchical structure with 
the school psychologist having the most authority and decision-making power. The bilingual 
assessor and parent voices were not always heard. Translating services were intermittent, and 
there was a general sense of unprofessionalism and insensitivity. Decision making often seemed 
to be decided prior to placement conferences.  
Carrasquillo and Rodriguez (1997) examined the characteristics of 46 Hispanic 
elementary-level ELLs referred to or participating in bilingual special education in a large urban 
school district. The researchers analyzed a) the reasons for referral, b) school history including 
language and academic characteristics, and c) the special education placement process. They 
found that most teachers referred students due to low academics in reading or language 
achievement but not in mathematics. They found that few prereferral strategies were actually 
implemented prior to the students‟ placements in special education. The majority of these 
students were designated learning disabled with a number of students designated speech 
impaired. Most of the students had been in the country for less than three years. The study 
supports the following reasons for the referral of Hispanic ELLs for special education a) 
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educators‟ lack of understanding of students‟ language development in two languages, b) 
educators‟ lack of understanding the time frame and challenges in learning academic skills in a 
second language, and c) accessible assessments may not accurately measure ELLs‟ academic and 
linguistic needs. 
An interesting study by Wilkinson and Ortiz (2005) looked at 21 bilingual elementary 
students who had been classified with a learning disability and were students in bilingual 
classrooms. The researchers collected archival data from the students‟ records and formulated an 
expert panel of three university level bilingual special educators. The panel member reviewed 
student records and then indicated whether they would qualify the student as having a learning 
disability. The panelists also wrote individual comments documenting the reasons for each 
eligibility decision. These conclusions were then compared to the decisions made by the school 
district team members. The expert panel agreed with decisions for 11 of the students being 
referred for special education placement, but disagreed with decisions for 10 of the students. For 
these students the panel felt the team did not rule out other factors that could potentially be 
influencing the students‟ learning. Basically, the teams did not provide ample evidence that the 
students‟ learning problems were not largely the result of environmental, cultural, or economic 
disadvantage. The panel also was concerned with intervention efforts for some of these students. 
Interventions were not well documented or some students were referred even though they 
demonstrated success with interventions. Additionally, students‟ achievement showed they were 
not significantly different from typically developing peers.  
Research on More Recently Developed RTI Models 
 In the past few years, researchers have begun to investigate issues surrounding the 
implementation of more recent RTI models focusing on the identification of students at risk for 
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learning disabilities, the effects of implementing specific interventions, and how to monitor 
progress.  A research synthesis was conducted by Coleman, Buysse, and Neitzel (2006) 
investigating empirical studies on RTI. The authors analyzed 14 studies and found some 
interesting implications for this current study. The majority of the studies focused on the effects 
of specific interventions on children not responding to general education instruction. 
Additionally, most of the studies implemented various aspects of RTI rather than analyzing the 
complete three-tiered model. The studies mostly utilized a standard treatment intervention that 
was implemented to a treatment group with the exception of one study (Case, Speece, & Molloy, 
2003) which evaluated the use of a problem solving approach to identify students with learning 
difficulties. The primary focus for most interventions was language and literacy, placing a 
particular emphasis on phonological awareness. 
 It is noteworthy that the one study that used the problem solving model (Case, Speece, & 
Molloy, 2003) was the only study that included an assessment of the quality of the general 
education curriculum and instruction, a defining feature of RTI used to determine whether the 
majority of students are achieving benchmarks in learning and behavior in Tier 1 prior to 
implementing differentiated instruction. This study focused on identification rather than efficacy 
of the problem solving approach and concluded that in this study the RTI validly identified 
students for special education services over the course of three years.   
The studies reviewed by Coleman, Buysse, and Neitzel (2006) support the premise of 
RTI as a means for identifying at risk learners and implementing interventions that target specific 
areas of academic need.  However, there are still considerable disagreements on how to 
effectively monitor progress and make decisions based on the progress, the duration and intensity 
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of interventions, how the interventions are delivered, and the benchmarks for when to implement 
new or varied interventions.  
A lot of what we know about RTI comes from studies of large scale problem solving 
models that were scaled up by districts and states around the country over the past few decades. 
A number of studies have been conducted on the Iowa Heartland Area Education problem 
solving model (Ikeda et. Al. 2007). The Heartland Area Education Agency piloted the problem 
solving approach in the early 1990s with 10 of Heartland‟s 56 school districts. It was designed to 
provide increasing amounts resources as the severity of student achievement/behavior problems 
increased with four levels of problem solving. First, general education teachers would apply 
problem solving strategies through accommodations in the classroom. Second, a building 
assistance team would help teachers to work with other teachers to develop and implement 
strategies. Third, staff members work with teachers to solve the problem. Fourth, the school 
professionals consider special education as a possible necessity to solve the problem.  
In regards to using the problem solving process in decision making, the districts used the 
following process involving four decisions: a)define the problem, b)understanding why the 
problem is occurring, c) designing and implementing an intervention, and d) evaluating 
intervention effects (Tilly, 2002). They utilized the professional literature base when selecting 
belief systems and practices. They conducted professional development to address these beliefs 
and practices focusing on assumptions of assessment, implications of assessment, use of data, 
and linking functional assessments to appropriate instructional strategies. Information that staff 
had historically relied on (ex: family history) was only to be used with the intent of 
understanding problems and helped lead to instructional strategies. The staff placed emphasis on 
ongoing CBMs rather than normed tests. Over time they continually recognized the need for 
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more expertise in problem analysis and research based instructional practices. They recognized 
that RTI problem solving systems required different skill sets for staff: teaming, data-based 
decision making, consultation, functional assessment, intervention design, formative evaluation.  
Drawing on the experience of Iowa and based on Deno and Mirkin (1977) the 
Minneapolis School District implemented a Problem Solving Model PSM (Marston et al. 2007) 
that included (1) a definition of the problem (2) the selection and implementation of an 
intervention (3) monitoring student progress and response to intervention (4) recycling through 
this sequence if the student is not making adequate growth. PSM was implemented in 3 stages: 
Stage 1: classroom interventions- define difficulties, provide baseline data, specify intervention, 
document results Stage 2: team intervention-building multidisciplinary problem solving team 
(teacher, social worker, psychologist, special ed teacher, specialists, administrator) becomes 
involved. Use same four steps as before. The main responsibility of the team is to ensure high 
quality interventions are implemented and reviewed 6-8 weeks after initiated. Stage 3: formal 
due process and sped evaluation. Continue to implement and monitor interventions with 
increasing intensity. They created an internet-based data warehouse, and they placed high 
emphasis on curriculum-based measures.  
Reschly and Starkweather (1997) studied the Minneapolis PSM and found that 
interventions were of higher quality and professionals provided services to special education 
students at an earlier age. Studies of the model also highlighted the need for changing roles of the 
professionals involved in the PSM. Teachers needed to expand their skills in the area of evidence 
based instruction and assessment and progress monitoring. Special education teachers needed 
more focus on diagnostic teaching differential instructional materials and CBM. Psychologists 
needed to expand their role as problem solver and system change facilitator, and acquire more 
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knowledge of evidence based instruction, behavioral consultation, and effective instructional 
strategies. Administrators‟ roles included providing a common vision, incorporating data-based 
decision-making into the current system, providing tangible support for the process (staff time, 
budget allocations, intervention programs…),providing support for process, and ensuring staff 
remain on course (Lau et al 2006). 
Another model that has implications for current RTI models is the St. Croix River 
Education District Problem-solving Process (Bollman et al. 2007). The structure of this process 
involved teachers working in grade level teams them coming to problem solving teams at the 
next stage. The problem solving teams followed a five step decision-making process- 1)problem 
identification 2)Problem analysis 3)Plan development 4)Plan implementation 5)Plan evaluation. 
Evaluations of this process displayed the various roles of the school professionals. They 
highlighted the importance of principal on the team. The principal communicated values and 
expectations which facilitated and ensured data-based problem solving orientation. They made 
decisions on allocation of resources, and they benefitted from knowing at risk students in 
building. The authors also discussed their beliefs that a majority of team comes from general 
education staff. Given this it was important that the special education teacher and school 
psychologist are also on the team as these professionals may provide unique insight to knowing 
students in different settings.  
Studies of the Illinois FDSD Model (Peterson et al. 2007) that was based on Iowa and 
Pennsylvania model found positive student outcomes: more timely interventions and more 
reading goals developed. They found there were a variety of individuals implementing the 
model, and there was not just more responsibility on the special education teacher. They noticed 
significant role changes for a number of staff members. The school psychologist and social 
 64 
 
worker experienced the most change as they were spending less time administering individual 
assessments and more time in problem solving. The authors also noted the principal was the 
catalyst for change. There were less initial referrals to special education, parent and staff were 
satisfied with the model in meeting their student/child‟s needs in a timely manner, and parent 
said they better understood their child‟s needs and services.  
Witt and Vanderheyden (2007) studied the effects of an RTI approach on the evaluation 
and placement of students in special education. The five year study was implemented in one 
school district.  Fewer evaluations were conducted and evaluated students were more likely to 
qualify for services when STEEP data were included in the team decision-making process. 
Testing accuracy increased with STEEP, and 83% of the evaluated Latino students qualified for 
services when STEEP was introduced. The lack of correspondence between the team's decision 
and assessment data was consistent with previous findings.  
Burns et al (2005) conducted a meta-analytic review of response to intervention models 
comparing field based models to researcher implemented ones. The results from the study 
indicated that large-scale field based RTI models consistently demonstrated stronger effects than 
university implemented models, sites implementing RTI had both improved systemic and student 
outcomes, and large-scale implementation of various RTI models led to fewer students identified 
as LD.  
A number of studies have focused on the effectiveness of various reading interventions 
within the RTI model (Denton et al 2010, Fuchs et al 2008, Vellutino et al 2008) and specifically 




 A few researchers have addressed specific considerations when implementing RTI for ELLs. A 
study by McIntosh et al. (2007) attempted to link the differences in referral rates to the nature of 
the literacy instruction provided during first grade which is considered a critical year for reading 
development. They examined the teaching practices of first grade teachers of ELLs to determine 
if their practices could be described in the context of Tier 1 and Tier 2 instruction. They 
compared the effectiveness of the instructional practices to student reading outcomes (oral 
reading fluency) in first grade and during a third-grade follow-up assessment. The instructional 
practices that were observed included: explicit teaching, instruction geared towards low 
performing students, sheltered instruction techniques, interactive teaching, vocabulary 
development, phonemic awareness and decoding, feedback on academic performance, and 
efficient transitions between activities.  
The results showed a strong correlation between teachers who used “instruction geared 
towards low performing students” and improved oral reading fluency, suggesting a strong 
relationship between Tier 2-type literacy practices and end-of-first grade oral reading fluency. 
The indicators of this category included teachers who: a) achieved high level of response 
accuracy, b) ensured quality of independent practice, c) engaged in ongoing monitoring of 
student understanding and performance, d) elicited responses from all students, e) modified 
instruction for students as needed, f) provided extra instruction, practice and review, and g) 
asked questions to ensure comprehension. The teachers with the highest growth recorded in their 
field notes included many examples of quality instructional practices: high student engagement, 
ample opportunities to use newly learned skills, time spent reading, appropriate length for the 
various literacy activities, clear, explicit models of proficient performance, and daily attention to 
struggling readers through specialized small-group instruction. They also implemented 
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instruction shown to be effective with ELLs: use of facial gestures and pictures to help define 
words, encouragement for elaborate and meaningful responses, and structured student 
opportunities to speak English, creating an environment where students feel comfortable 
speaking in a second language, and attention to vocabulary development. 
Another study that has implications for ELLs in the RTI model was conducted by Linan-
Thompson (2007). The study addressed how curriculum based assessments fare as progress 
monitoring tools for ELLs. They implemented an extensive and systematic intervention to ELLs 
at risk for reading difficulties in first grade and then examined the effectiveness of the 
interventions using three different approaches: benchmark, growth, and discrepancy. Rather than 
focusing on students who did not respond to the intervention, the main goal was to identify 
students who had responded and were, therefore no longer considered at risk for later reading 
difficulties. Relatively few of the students met the criteria, yet of the three approaches examined, 
only the Discrepancy Slope criteria at grade 1 predicted students who would meet the grade 2 
criteria. This approach most effectively assessed whether growing at the same rate as typically 
achieving peers on measures of non-word reading, oral reading fluency, and reading 
comprehension resulted in a greater likelihood of meeting accepted standards in these areas one 
year later. The study highlights the lack of an accurate means for determining the level of RTI 
needed to prevent further difficulties or to necessitate more extensive interventions. Linan-
Thompson (2007) states, “While practices for using RTI to determine student progress and to 
assist in decision making about further interventions is an issue that is still being examined for all 
students, the situation is more complex when language learning is also considered (p. 192).”  
Summary of the Literature Review 
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Most research on RTI problem solving teams draws from traditional models of pre-
referral intervention teams that were intended to be problem solving processes. RTI research also 
draws from large scale models of problem solving processes in multi-tiered instructional models 
that were implemented across states such as Pennsylvania, Iowa, and Minnesota. Factors 
affecting the implementation and effectiveness of teams have included: lack of clearly defined 
goals (Truscott, 2005), lack of support (Burns and Symington, 2002), lack of time, willingness of 
teachers to implement interventions, and lack of intervention strategies (Conway, 2000). Early 
studies on teacher assistance teams (Chalfant, 1989) found barriers to the quality of effective 
team functioning including: insufficient time, no useful intervention strategy, interference with 
special education referral process, insufficient impact on student performance. Additionally, the 
quality of teacher assistance teams has depended on administrative support, the diversity and 
qualifications of team members, and the quality of involvement of non-team members.  
Schools that implemented pre-referral intervention teams with higher levels of fidelity 
had students performing more consistently over time (Fuchs and Fuchs, 1990; Kovaleski, 1999). 
However, states have provided little guidance to schools on how to implement intervention 
teams. Support teams have been shown to have a positive impact on teachers. Teachers have 
higher expectations for student performance, have a better understanding of problems, are able to 
problem solve more effectively (Fuchs and Fuchs, 1990; Pugach and Johnson, 1988).   
Pre-referral intervention teams and teacher assistance teams have been shown to 
positively impact accuracy of referral and placement rates for special education (Chalfant & 
Psych, 1989; Graden et al, 1985; Hartman and Fay, 1996). Schools that implement a problem 
solving model have provided higher quality interventions with fidelity, staff has been more 
positive, and students received necessary services sooner (Reschly & Starkweather, 1997).  
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The success of interventions has been related to the severity of the problem and the 
quality of implementation. Interventions are often low quality and implemented sporadically 
(Flugum & Reschly, 1994). Interventions seldom required teachers to significantly alter 
classroom instruction (Truscott et al, 2005). Teams often do not monitor student progress, assess 
the effectiveness of the intervention, or measure fidelity of implementation (Burns et al, 2008). 
Teams often rely on verbal follow up rather than written documentation to show response to the 
interventions. Teacher judgment is often the most frequently used measure of student progress 
without using objective evaluation methods.  
Past research has shown in decision making meetings, decisions were often made without 
considering alternate causes for students‟ struggles (Mehan et al, 1986; Ysseldyke et al, 1982). 
Decisions were often made prior to formal meeting without consideration to all the information 
presented at the meeting. Decisions are often made based on irrelevant student data, resource 
availability, or how potently a teacher complains about a student. Teachers‟ reasons for referral 
often conflicted with student records. Teachers often failed to acknowledge their role in the 
learning process and focused on negative aspects of the student. Teams spent more time on 
student needs rather than solutions. There tends to be a lack of creative problem solving. 
Problem solving processes varied considerably depending on the social interactions among team 
members.  
There is often a range of team members among schools (Conway, 2000), and members‟ 
roles are often undefined (Ysseldyke et al, 1982). Most team members have limited training for 
what is expected of them as a team member. There seemed to be a hierarchy of team members 
and therefore inequality of opinions whereas certain team members exerted more influence over 
others (Moore et al, 1989; Mehan et al, 1986). Psychologists tend to be the most influential 
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followed by special education teachers (Knoff, 1983). Teams tend to be ineffective in decision 
making and not all members are comfortable with expressing their opinions. Teams often do not 
encourage parent participation, and it is not always clear who makes the final decisions. 
Decisions often seem to be made by one or two team members (Moore et al, 1989). Decisions 
are often made independent of the data that is provided in the meeting (Ysseldyke et al, 1982; 
Gutkin &Nemeth, 1997).  
There have been a number of studies supporting the benefits to students and teachers 
when school professionals collaborate in decision making and implementing instruction. 
Teachers working in collaborative groups had less referrals to special education (Chalfant 1989, 
Fuchs 1990, Pugach and Johnson, 1995). Researchers suggest that RTI requires more 
collaboration than in the past and that the principal plays an integral role in facilitating 
collaboration among staff (Shepherd, 2006).  
Research on the decision making process for ELLs has shown that schools function from 
a deficit view of abilities (Harry & Klingner, 2005). These authors also found that classroom 
ecology is often not considered, teacher referrals depended on individual view of the teacher, and 
the team relied on teacher‟s informal diagnoses of students. There was a hierarchy of members 
with psychologists‟ philosophies having a large influence on decisions. Bilingual assessors were 
rarely used and issues of language acquisition were rarely considered. There is often 
miscommunication among parents and personnel. There is great confusion of language 
proficiency and when a student should be referred (Klingner & Harry, 2006). There tends to be 
an overreliance on IQ scores to make decisions disregarding other pertinent information. 
Prereferral strategies are rarely recommended or implemented properly. Decisions are often 
made prior to conference meetings (Klingner & Harry, 2006). Teachers have referred ELLs for 
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learning disabilities without considering the role of second language acquisition in learning and 
without considering other alternatives or providing proper interventions before testing 
(Carrasquillo & Rodriguez, 1997). Teams often did not rule out other factors influencing 
students‟ learning, and interventions were not well documented (Wilkinson & Ortiz, 2005).  
The number of empirical studies on more recent RTI models focused on the standard 
treatment protocol and analyzed components of the model rather than the entire model. A lot of 
what we know about RTI problem solving teams comes from studies of large scale problem 
solving models that were scaled up by districts and states around the country over the past few 
decades. Some studies highlighted the need for more expertise in problem analysis and research-
based instructional practices (Tilly, 2002; Reschley & Starkweather 1997). These studies also 
underscored the importance of certain professionals as part of the process such as the principal, 
special education teacher, and school psychologist, and they discussed how problem solving 
models require different skill sets in data-based decision-making, intervention design, and 
formative evaluation among others. Some of the studies stated that with problem solving models 
interventions were of higher quality and professionals provided services to special education 
students at an earlier age (Reschley & Starkweather, 1997). Although there is emerging evidence 
that the RTI model is valid for identifying at risk learners and implementing interventions to 
target more students‟ needs, there is still confusion as to how to monitor progress as well as the 
duration and intensity of interventions (Coleman et al, 2006).  
A few studies have focused on RTI for ELLs. One study correlated instructional 
strategies and oral reading fluency showing a strong correlation for teachers using strategies 
geared toward low performing students as well as instruction shown to be effective with ELLs 
(McIntosh et al, 2007). Another study focusing on the use of curriculum based measurements for 
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progress monitoring for ELLs (Linan-Thompson, 2007). The study found that there still lacks an 
accurate means for determining the progress and when to determine the need for more or 
different interventions. Language proficiency adds a level of complexity to these decisions.  
As we can see from a review of literature, there is a robust knowledge of school-based 
teams functioning under the pre-referral model, yet the processes of problem solving teams are 
relatively unexplored under the RTI model. We know that teams have faced challenges in 
implementing effective problem solving models and processes that promote effective decision 
making based on data. Research on RTI models for ELLs is emerging, however much of the 
research focuses on developing research-based interventions and how to monitor progress. 
Additionally, although researchers have discussed what teams need to consider when working 
with ELLs, we still know little about how the problem-solving team functions for ELLs in 
practice. Research has yet to fully address how RTI teams actually problem solve and interact to 
make collective educational decisions.   
Purpose Statement  
The purpose of this study was to examine the Response-to-Intervention (RTI) process for 
English Language Learners (ELLs) with a focus on understanding the decision-making process 
during problem-solving team meetings. Using cultural historical activity theory as a framework, I 
explored how decisions were being made in determining tier placement, interventions, and rate 
of progress for ELLs. I focus the study on the interactions and functions of the RTI decision 
making team through analysis of the mediating artifacts that facilitated or hindered decision 
making. My analysis addressed the larger historical and socio-cultural aspects that influenced the 
process such as: the patterns of influence of previous models, the patterns of influence of 
previously defined member roles, and influences of the larger community. I observed problem-
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solving team meetings as well as interviewed RTI specialists, teachers, and administrators who 
were involved in the decision making process at three separate elementary schools serving ELLs 
within two different school districts. Since documentation and data driven decision making are 
central components to the process, I also analyzed documents pertaining to the policy and 
process of RTI.    
Research Questions 
The following research questions were addressed in this study: 
1. How were professionals involved in problem-solving team meetings interpreting and 
implementing the school district RTI plan?  
2. How were RTI decisions being made concerning ELLs?  
a) What types of mediating artifacts were being used in making decisions?  
b) To what extent was the quality of Tier 1 instruction addressed when considering 
ELLs?  
c) How were they implementing data collection and progress monitoring for ELLs?  
d) How were ELLs‟ cultural and linguistic backgrounds considered? 
3. How were families included in the RTI decision making process? 
4. What were the roles of the professionals involved in problem-solving team meetings? 
a) How had the roles of the team members changed over time?  
b) How were the roles of the team members influencing decisions?  







Strategy of Inquiry  
The strategy of inquiry for this study followed a case study approach (Yin, 2003). 
Creswell (2007) defined case study as, “a qualitative approach in which the investigator explores 
a bounded system (a case) or a multiple bounded system (cases) over time, through detailed, in 
depth data collection involving multiple sources of information (e.g. observations, interviews, 
audiovisual materials, and documents and reports), and reports a case description and case-based 
themes” (p.73). A case study can be characterized as being descriptive in its ability to include 
many variables and their interactions, particularistic in what it might represent in practice, and 
heuristic in its ability to bring to light new meaning on a phenomenon (Merriam, 2009.) The case 
study design utilizing descriptive, qualitative methods was therefore particularly suited to this 
investigation. Due to the limited nature of research on RTI decision-making processes, a case 
study design allowed for variables to be defined and for the cases to represent what the process 
might look like in practice at a given time. Additionally, a case study design has an advantage 
over other study designs in answering “how” and “why” questions (Yin, 2003). The qualitative 
design of this study allowed the focus to be on “How are decisions being made for ELLs by 
schools implementing the RTI model?” Since the RTI model is still developing in practice, 
qualitative techniques allowed us to gain some understanding of its implications for diverse 
populations of students.        
LeCompte and Schensul (1999) suggested that qualitative techniques are used when there 
is a population, context, or phenomenon whose characteristics are unclear or unexplored. This 
study followed in the tradition of exploring the decision-making process through qualitative 
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methods (Klingner & Harry, 2006) yet it investigated similar factors under the new RTI model. 
According to Harry et al. (2002), qualitative methods are an effective way to help capture the 
reasons and decision-making processes behind teachers‟ pre-referral assessments and 
interventions for minority students. Harry and Klingner (2006) have also advocated the use of 
qualitative methods in pre-referral research because this strategy of inquiry can help capture the 
cultural and linguistic considerations made by school personnel in developing school-based 
interventions.     
Leech and Onwuegbuzie (2007) discussed the benefits of using qualitative data as they 
provide naturally occurring information, and the data are likely to be collected in close proximity 
to the situation which allows for the context to be considered. The context was central to the 
study as we wanted to know what the model looks like for schools with diverse populations. 
Additionally, they quote Miles and Huberman in saying that qualitative data “often contain, 
„richness and holism, with strong potential for revealing complexity‟ (Miles & Huberman, 1994, 
p. 10), which yield thick, rich descriptions that are contextualized (Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 
2004).” Since we do not know all the complexities of the model in this context, qualitative data 
allowed us to discover unexpected outcomes. Qualitative data are often focused on the lived 
experiences of people and this allows the researcher to interpret the data “with respect to the 
meanings people bring to them (Leech and Onwuegbuzie, 2007, p. 560).” Since the model is 
being driven by practitioners, their interactions are integral in this study. How they were 
interpreting the development of the model and its complexities were well represented through 
qualitative data collection.  
Participants. The population was purposively selected based on reputational case 
selection. Three elementary schools in a mountain state were selected based on their diverse 
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student population and the extent to which they were implementing an RTI model. Through E-
mail and phone correspondence, I asked the RTI director at each school district to recommend 
schools in their district that had a significant ELL population (greater than 25%) and that were 
implementing the major components RTI model. The directors were aware of which schools in 
the district had an RTI plan of implementation, universal screening, an established problem 
solving team, and a set procedures for developing and monitoring interventions. The directors 
had first-hand knowledge of these schools through training the school professionals in RTI and 
their involvement with continued professional development. I explained that I wanted to 
investigate the problem-solving process and the decisions being made for ELLs. They 
recommended schools that in their opinions had a good understanding of the RTI model and 
were implementing the major components. 
Maxwell (1996) described one possible goal for purposeful sampling as achieving 
representativeness or typicality of settings by deliberately selecting a small sample. The rationale 
for selecting these three school sites was not only to document and learn from practice, but in 
studying two districts it was possible to see a broader picture of the issues that schools with ELL 
populations have been facing when implementing RTI. The school districts had different 
processes and approaches to implementing the RTI model, yet the school sites were similar in 
their need to implement RTI with consideration for their ELL students. Since two schools were 
in the same district it was enlightening to see how the two schools implemented and interpreted 
the same district plan differently.     
The participants in the schools included members of the problem solving team, as defined 
by the school including specialists, school administrators participating in team meetings, and any 
classroom teachers involved in the decision making process during the period of data collection. 
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Team members included school psychologists, social workers, literacy specialists, ESL teachers, 
classroom teachers, community advocates, interpreters, para-educators and administrators. I 
collected descriptive information regarding the participants‟ backgrounds in terms of years of 
experience and experience working with ELLs. At Spruce Elementary the participants included: 
a school psychologist, the principal, an ELL teacher, a literacy specialist, two para-educators, 
two special education teachers, and 14 classroom teachers. At Winterberry Elementary the 
participants included: a social worker, the principal, an ELL teacher, a literacy specialist, a 
speech language pathologist, two special education teachers, and five classroom teachers. At 
Kapok Elementary the participants included: a principal, a humanities specialist, a school 
psychologist, an ELL teacher, a speech language pathologist, a data coach, and three classroom 
teachers.  
Data Collection and Recording Procedures 
 Observations. A number of the research questions were addressed through observations 
of team meetings. Each school conducted their team meetings at different levels. At each school 
site I observed RTI team meetings as an outside observer in order to obtain the most meaningful 
and objective data about the process at each school. In one meeting I did offer to interpret for a 
parent only when there was a breakdown in understanding. Usually I was seated at the table a 
little off to the side or behind the professionals at the meetings. Originally wanting to observe on 
a weekly basis it very quickly became clear that the teams did not meet weekly and sometimes 
not regularly so I had to adjust accordingly. I was able to attend meetings over the course of 4 
months (November-March) to see the evolution of interventions and decisions. The length of 
time spent in the settings conducting observations allowed me time to gather insight into group 
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interactions that occurred during the meetings as well as time to gain some understanding of the 
school contexts.  
For each school I used a semi-structured observation structure that was guided by my 
research questions and the framework of activity theory. While taking notes, I focused on both 
process and content of each meeting as well as the roles of the participants. For each observation 
I used a digital audio recorder to audiotape the meetings as conversation was an essential 
component to the study. I used field notes to capture the background and initial reactions to the 
events that occurred during the observations. Each observation with field notes was immediately 
transcribed electronically and entered into a researcher developed coding system using NVivo 
Qualitative data analysis software.  
At Spruce elementary they held RTI meetings monthly during their regularly scheduled 
grade level meetings. I observed each grade level RTI meetings from November-February for a 




 grade and two observations for 
kindergarten). The meetings were held in a teacher lounge for a duration of about an hour for 
each grade level. At Winterberry Elementary, I observed four formal problem solving team 
meetings and two grade level meetings where student data and progress was discussed. At Kapok 
Elementary I observed three data team meetings, two SIT meetings, and one grade level meeting.  
Interviews. I interviewed members of the RTI team including teachers and specialists as 
well as administrators participating in the RTI process. The purpose of the interviews was to 
obtain more specific information as to why and how decisions were being made specific to 
certain students discussed as well as more generally, how they were influenced by other team 
members, how they envisioned their roles in the process, how they perceived the process to be 
working, and what they saw as benefits or challenges of RTI for ELLs. The interviews provided 
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more information pertaining to the socio-cultural context of the process in terms of how roles 
have changed over time, and how the process has changed over time at each particular school. 
Interviews were semi-structured and included open-ended questions to obtain more in-
depth perspectives on the processes and rationale. The interviews provided insight into 
challenges as well as knowledge and belief systems. Each participant was provided with the 
interview questions prior to the interview. If they had not read the questions, I gave them a brief 
overview of what my study was about and what types of questions I was going to ask them 
about. I then obtained a signed consent form and permission to audio-tape the interview. I 
contacted some of the participants for follow-up interviews to clarify questions or obtain new 
information. The interviews were transcribed and coded using NVivo software. All participants, 
including students or other colleagues discussed were given pseudonyms. I also kept notes of 
more informal conversations with participants before and after meetings.  
At Spruce I interviewed the principal, the ELL teacher, two special education teachers, 
the literacy teacher and a para-educator for a total of 6 formal interviews. At Winterberry I 
interviewed the ELL teacher, social worker, two special education teachers, the speech language 
pathologist, two classroom teachers, the literacy specialist, and the principal for a total of nine 
formal interviews. At Kapok Elementary I interviewed the ELL teacher, school psychologist, 
humanities teacher/assistant principal, principal, a classroom teacher/RTI coordinator, and the 
teacher effectiveness coach for a total of six formal interviews. Each interview lasted from 30 
minutes to one hour and was completed before school, after school, or during teacher planning 






Data Collection (November 2010-March 2011) 
 Spruce Kapok Winterberry 
Observations 
(45 min-1.5 hours) 
17 RTI meetings 
1 hour  
3 SIT meetings 
1 hour 
4 PST meetings 
1-1.5 hours 
  3 data team meetings 
45 minutes 
2 Kidtalk meetings 
1-1.5 hours 
 17 Total 6 Total 6 Total 
Interviews Principal Principal Principal 
(30min-1.5 hours) ELL Teacher ELL Teacher ELL Teacher 




2 Special Education  
2 Classroom Teachers 








Documents. I collected documents relevant to the study that were used at meetings and 
any forms that teachers referred to in interviews. Documents included professional development 
handouts, policy information collected from district websites, school and district RTI plans, 
communications between district and school personnel, forms for data collection and progress 
monitoring, and parent communications. I analyzed each school district‟s policy and each 
individual school‟s policy for implementing RTI in order to obtain descriptive information on 
how the process functioned for schools serving ELLs. I was able to see how each school adapted 
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the district form to meet their own site needs. I also was able to see what forms and procedures 
were used to facilitate the process. See the appendix for the documents analyzed.  
Data Analysis and Interpretation 
 The data analysis was guided by the cultural historical activity theory framework 
(Engeström, 1987) using constant comparison techniques (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). I conducted 
several levels of analysis to discover themes and patterns in the data. In this study I used a 
combined deductive and inductive coding approach to discover themes in the data. The activity 
theory framework guided my research questions in addition to questions developed from theory 
on RTI and considerations for ELLs. I first defined deductive categories that were drawn from 
the framework and research questions. I then searched for codes within the data that would fit 
into each category. For example as shown in Table 2, for types of mediating artifacts, I searched 
for references to tools they used to make decisions such as progress monitoring tools, teacher 
observations, or specific interventions that were considered. 
Table 2  
Deductive Categories Developed From Framework 
Deductive Categories Deductive Codes 
Rules: 
Description of RTI model  
influences from previous model 
Mediating artifacts:  
types of mediating artifacts 
 
quality of interventions  
 
Meetings, processes, district plan, forms, procedures,  
Pre-referral references, forms , procedures, perceptions 
 
Intervention programs, progress monitoring tools, 
screening tools  
Research based, student growth, language development 
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progress monitoring for ELLs  
 
Division of Labor: 
role of the team member  
parent participation 
 Considerations of language, educational history, home 
environment, peer comparison 
 
Changing role, knowledge of ELL strategies 
Involved in meetings, asked for input 
 
      Since this phenomenon was relatively unexplored, I did not want to limit the study to a 
positivistic hypothesis testing approach. I incorporated techniques from grounded theory to 
discover patterns and themes that may not have been anticipated due to the nature of 
implementing the process in practice. I anticipated new relationships and themes to emerge from 
the data and therefore I applied methods of inductive coding in the analysis. In using NVivo 
qualitative data analysis software, I was able to code every chunk of data that was transcribed 
including all interviews and observation notes.  
The inductive data analysis involved the strategies of analytical induction and constant 
comparison analysis (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). The constant comparison analysis involved 
inductive category coding with comparison of all incidents or phenomena observed which 
develop into conceptual categories and lead to theory development. The first step was “open 
coding” where I named actions and events in the data and compared them with one another 
constantly to decide which ones belong together (Strauss, 1998). The next stage involved “axial 
coding” (Strauss and Corbin, 1998) where I organized the open codes according to conceptual 
categories that reflected commonalities among codes. The third stage involved deciding how the 
codes related to each other and what theme or underlying message they were relaying. In 
generating new hypotheses, initial observations were analyzed and categorized and that data was 
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refined iteratively. It is in discovering the interrelationships of these themes that developed the 
theory (Harry, Sturges, and Klingner, 2005). As events were compared with previous events, 
new categories and relationships were discovered (LeCompte and Goetz, 1981). Table 3 shows 
an example of the inductive codes found in the data. 
Table 3 
Inductive Categories and Codes 
Inductive Codes Inductive Categories 
Negative perceptions: 
Too much work 
Another process that will come and go 
Positive perceptions: 
Benefits to progress monitoring 
More interventions  
Teachers like having student data 
Perceptions of RTI 
 
 
Language as a problem/issue 
Language „interfering‟  
Still „relying‟ on Spanish translation  
Perceptions of language/bilingualism 
 
Few district forms adapted for school 
Professionals trained in RTI 
Comments on students being “RTI”ed 
Misunderstanding of RTI framework 
 
 
Themes from these categories were incorporated into the triangular model of the activity 
system and further developed by applying Engeström‟s analysis of mediating artifacts (See fig. 
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4). In analyzing the conversational interactions and interviews, much of the analysis focused on 
the mediating artifacts of the activity system. Engeström (2007) The what artifacts are used to 
identify and describe objects, the how artifacts are used to guide and direct processes and 
procedures on, within, and between objects, the why artifacts are used to explain the properties 
and behavior of objects, and the where to artifacts are used to envision the future state or 
potential development of objects. For this study, the artifacts were identified by coding what the 
teams were actually using to make decisions. For example, all three schools utilized a universal 
screening tool, district benchmark assessments, intervention progress monitoring tools, and 
observations of classroom performance to make decisions. described four types of artifacts: the 
what artifacts, the how artifacts, the why artifacts, and where to artifacts. 
       Figure 4. Cultural Historical Activity Theory 
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The how artifacts were identified as how decisions were made, how the data were referenced, 
and how they considered factors influencing learning. The themes were also analyzed in 
reference to the socio-cultural influences (the lower part of the triangle). For example, for the 
rules component, I noted codes for how the schools were working with district frameworks and 
guidelines, the type of professional development received, and whether there were aspects of the 
previous model still in place. For the community and division of labor component, I analyzed the 
roles of the professionals involved in the process, how roles had changed, who made decisions 
and why, and how parents were included in the process. Table 4 shows how the conceptual 
framework guided the coding and data analysis process.  
Table 4 
Deductive Coding Process 
Categories  Codes Themes for Spruce 
Mediating Artifacts  






progress monitoring that‟s 
included with intervention 
benchmarks 
interim assessments 




Schools are using a variety of artifacts 
to inform decisions 
Some of the artifacts are district 
developed; some are at the school 
level 
They have adapted some of the district 
forms to meet their needs 
They use a combination of testing data 
and intervention progress monitoring 
data, teacher input, student work 
















School intervention:  
Wilson 
Fundations 
Lower grade literacy as 
intervention 
Teacher made intervention 
(no Spanish interventions 
past 2
nd
 grade)  
After school tutoring 
In class paraeducator 
Students are placed in tier 3 if there is 
a strong possibility they might be in 
sped at some point 
ELLs receive ESL plus intervention 
support  






“How” are they deciding 















language of instruction  
time of transition to English 
current language 
proficiency in both L1/L2 
educational history 
They consider individual learner 
factors 
They consider language development, 
language of instruction, educational 
history 
They start with progress monitoring 
score then consider these other factors 
 
The Researcher’s Role 
My experiences as an ELL teacher in a large diverse urban school district prompted my 
interest in the larger education process for ELLs. While investigating the special education 
referral process at this particular school, I began to question the efficacy of the process for ELLs. 
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The lack of options in services led to students being inaccurately placed in special education with 
the perception from teachers that they were getting the help they need without considering the 
accuracy of the placement or its implications. At this school it also led to many ELLs being shut 
out of special education services including intervention programs saying their needs could be 
met through the ESL Program. Speaking with teachers at other area schools, they were in similar 
situations. There were a number of students whose needs couldn‟t be met with only two options, 
and they were stuck in this netherworld between special education and general education without 
receiving the individualized education that they so dearly needed. When I first heard of the 
development of RTI, I saw the benefits of the model in providing more of a continuum of 
services to these students and the ability to meet the needs of more students. The model would 
allow us to reach more students and focus on matching instruction to meet the needs of the 
students. RTI would move us away from compartmentalizing students and allow us to focus on 
targeting instruction to meet their needs.   
I was formerly an ELL teacher at one of the school districts participating in the study. 
Being familiar with the school districts in the area allowed me the benefit of placing the study in 
context and perhaps having a better understanding of the forces surrounding the study. I had seen 
the development of the model at my school and served as part of the RTI team and witness to the 
struggles. I had participated in the transitioning process and led staff developments for teachers 
and support staff to have the model fully implemented by 2010. Through this experience I 
developed an awareness for the challenges to implementation and change of roles and 
procedures. 
Having worked with the RTI team, and having knowledge of ELLs I brought certain 
biases toward best practices to the study. I was continually aware that my vision of RTI in its 
 88 
 
ideal form may have biased some of my interpretation of what I was viewing in practice. 
However through rich description I hope I have overcome any of these biases. Additionally, I 
have provided interpretations of participants‟ spoken words including the context of the 
interactions so as to not give only my own interpretation. I have attempted to address any biases 
openly, and through diligent representation of the data, these biases should not significantly 
impact the conclusions of the study. I have included a data matrix that maps out my data analysis 
so that my conclusions can be justified by the data.   
Verification Procedures  
Qualitative researchers talk about validity in terms of authenticity and trustworthiness in 
drawing conclusions from data. The following strategies will be used to ensure a valid study: 
1.  Triangulation: Researchers recommend using a variety of sources to provide 
corroborating evidence. The data collection was triangulated by including interviews 
with school professionals, observations of team meetings, and analysis of documents 
relating to the RTI process.  
2.  Peer Review: A person external to the study can challenge the researcher to provide 
clear and unbiased interpretations of the data. I selected a peer who has background 
knowledge of RTI and working with ELLs to review my interpretations.  
3. Clarification of biases: In commenting on past experiences and prejudices that might 
bias the interpretation, the researcher can make clear any false assumptions. I 
attempted to address my biases throughout the study by asking peers for input.   
4.  Rich, thick description: This can allow readers to make their own conclusions and 
inferences from the data. I attempted to make the data analysis clear to the reader 
through various data displays demonstrating how conclusions were drawn by the 
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researcher as well as thick description of participant accounts and interactions 






Findings: Spruce Elementary 
 
 Background 
Setting/Description. Spruce Elementary School was set in the middle of an urban 
neighborhood block on a fenced concrete lot. The entire school grounds were made up of gravel 
and concrete with a metal playground in the back and a dilapidated baseball backdrop. The 
surrounding neighborhood houses were mostly fenced in, and the majority of surrounding stores 
were locally owned, small businesses catering to a Latino population. There were two trailers 
attached to the school building that served as the special education room and a room for special 
service providers including the speech language pathologist. The school remained locked during 
the day and all visitors needed to be buzzed in. The staff was cordial yet not overly friendly to 
visitors or parents. The two office secretaries were bilingual, speaking both English and Spanish. 
When wandering through the halls, there were few to no parents or community members in the 
school building, and there was little student work decorating the hallways. In all of my school 
visits I rarely saw parents, except on a few occasions with parents signing their children into 
school late. There was one teacher workroom that also functioned as a teacher lounge and 
conference room for meetings. Throughout the building both Spanish and English were spoken 
in the hallways and classrooms.  
Demographics. Spruce Elementary School was one of 73 elementary schools in a large 
school district serving close to 80,000 students. Spruce had 414 students of diverse ethnicities. 
About 85% of the students were Hispanic, 5% were Asian, and 10% were Caucasian. About 86% 
qualified for free or reduced lunch, and 40% were English Language Learners. Of the English 
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Language Learners the majority was Spanish speakers, and the remaining were students who 
spoke Vietnamese or Hmong.  
Curriculum/Academics. The school community was very proud of its accomplishments 
in the past few years as demonstrated on their website and parent handouts. They had achieved 
Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) in reading and math for the last 3 Years. They had been 
designated a district Distinguished school for the past 2 Years. The year prior to the study they 
were rated 10th in the district for most improvement on CSAP results. The school was one out of 
15 district schools noted as an EPIC school (Effective Practice Incentive Community)-a program 
that rewards educators for driving gains in high-need urban schools. All teachers were highly 
qualified per the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB).  
Spruce was a neighborhood school priding themselves in having a collaborative, student 
centered staff. Being a transitional native language school, they offered native language 
instruction in Spanish within every grade level. According to the district description in a 
transitional native language instruction model, English Language Learners received native 
language instruction early on and then transitioned to supported English content instruction with 
English language development classes. Parents had a choice if they wanted their students to 
receive native language instruction or to go directly to English instruction with or without ESL 
support. The principal helped parents make this decision. Most of the students in this model 
transitioned to English classes (ELA-E) between second and third grade depending on their 
English proficiency scores. Once students were transitioned, the language of instruction was in 
English unless a student needed explanation in Spanish. There was no focus on maintenance of 
Spanish literacy skills.  
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ESL Program. Spruce also had a designated ESL Resource program where ELLs 
received English language development in a pull-out program. They had one certified ELL 
teacher who was bilingual in Spanish. The ELL teacher used the Avenues curriculum designed 
for ELLs in addition to modified content area curriculum. Students received ESL instruction 
during the literacy block. Some students remained in the classroom for literacy instruction and 
then shifted to the ESL room for support. Some students received their main literacy instruction 
in the ESL room. The ESL room was large enough for one teacher and a small table that seated 
7-8 students.  
After-School Programs. The school offered afterschool tutoring by the teachers as well 
as volunteers. They offered S.O.A.R, Science Club, Girls on the Run, Drama Club, and Choir. 
The space for some of the afterschool activities was limited and teachers selected the students 
with the highest needs to participate before contacting the parents for their permission and 
support. The school professionals often considered afterschool tutoring when making decisions 
about intervention placement and academic progress.   
Rules: School’s approach to RTI 
 
Findings: The school adapted district guidelines to meet their site needs, and they followed clear 
district guidelines for considering culturally and linguistically diverse students. 
The RTI process was still evolving, and they had limited resources to meet all the needs of their 
CLD students.  
 
District RTI plan. The school professionals referred to a collection of forms that 
outlined the district RTI Model and recommended process for implementation. The district 
model was illustrated on a color coded tri-fold pamphlet that was widely distributed. The 
pamphlet included a flowchart for each tier as well as for the problem-solving process. The title 
of the process was called The District RTI Continuum of Student Support, and each tier had its 
own flowchart: Tier I: Universal Level Driven by Data Conversation Process, Tier II: Targeted 
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Level Data Conversation Process, and Tier II: Intensive Level Student Intervention Team (SIT) 
Consultation (see attached). The Grade Level/Data Team/SIT Consultation Problem-solving 
Process was adapted from the state Multi-tiered Model of Instruction and outlined the following 
steps: 
1. Consult/Define/Plan: Examine multiple sources of data. Develop SMART goals.   
Identify specific instructional of behavioral strategies.  
2. Instructional Process Implement/Do: Provide instruction/Intervention with fidelity 
and consistent with identified needs and goals.  
3. Evaluate/Progress Monitor: Progress monitor effectiveness of implementation,  
gathering Body of Evidence and multiple data points based on formative and 
summative data to determine effectiveness or need for further change in intensity time 
or resources.  
4. Evaluate instructional or behavioral effectiveness/Continue/Refine/Shift: Is it 
working? Keep it and monitor it. If it‟s not working move to the next phase of 
consult/define/plan. 
The Pre-referralProcess. The school professionals at Spruce Elementary began 
implementing the RTI model during the 2009-2010 school year. They developed a written plan 
guided by the district RTI plan, but there was a glitch in the process when the principal took a 
sabbatical for a semester. The interim principal changed a number of things the team had written 
in the plan, and followed mainly the pre-referral model that was already in place prior to RTI. A 
few of the team members mentioned the process as being fluid and still evolving. The ELL 
teacher reported “the district has sort of not given us a lot of guidance so I would say that it (the 
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process) changes according to the leadership in the building and um the way that each year‟s 
staff feels like we can best serve our kids.”  
The literacy teacher described the SIT process that existed in the previous years. The 
team consisted of a group of teachers and specialists that represented all the grade levels. 
Teachers would bring a list of students to the team that they were providing interventions to or 
that they wanted to provide interventions to. They sat down as a group for a whole day, members 
of the SIT team and grade level representatives who were not on the SIT team, and went through 
talking about the kids. They talked about actual specific, hands-on strategies for each student. 
The same teacher actually spoke about preferring the process the prior year because in her 
opinion they were able to address more individual needs. Yet another teacher spoke about a 
problem with the previous process: 
For the last few years the teacher would bring the student to the SIT team and we found 
often that the teachers didn‟t have bodies of evidence or data of interventions because 
they weren‟t clear on what constituted an intervention and it was difficult to sort of make 
judgments about students‟ progress it tended to very vague…like he‟s low in math or 
she‟s two years below grade level in reading… 
 
When speaking with the principal, she stated that she thought too many kids were staying in the 
same interventions without making enough growth. She thought that as a staff they were doing a 
pretty good job with providing the students with interventions but not monitoring their progress 
enough. She felt something was missing, and she wanted to run things differently. The principal 
decided to change the structure of the process beginning in October and November.  
The RTI process. Upon the principal returning from sabbatical, she decided to revisit 
their original school-based plan for the RTI model. The principal was a driving force, and 
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adamantly advised her colleagues that they needed to approach the process aggressively and 
efficiently in order for it to be effective. She wanted to be sure they were monitoring progress 
and moving kids among the tiers. The structure of the process was still in flux when this study 
began, and as I interviewed team members it was unclear how the process was going to unfold at 
the beginning of the year. Originally, the ELL teacher explained that the RTI meetings would 
take place during grade level meetings and then, there would be formalized SIT meetings when 
students needed to be evaluated for special education. It was clarified to teachers at the first 
meeting that the grade level meeting was considered the RTI meeting that replaced the SIT 
meeting and actually attempted to combine both the problem solving and SIT team meetings.  
The specialists and the principal met with each grade level in November, December, and 
February to review the progress of every student on their roster. The teachers brought all of their 
testing data and reported on the growth of each student in intervention groups. They discussed if 
any student needed to be placed into or out of an intervention group. At the end of the February 
meeting, they decided which students were going to be formally evaluated and the special 
education teachers created a list and prioritize the list by greatest need. Due to lack of resources, 
in terms of personnel to complete the testing and body of evidence data collection, they 
discussed at length which kids had the greatest need or the most immediate need to be formally 
evaluated. They decided some students could be tested at the beginning of the next school year.  
During the meetings when a student was placed on the testing list they assigned one 
person to collect six data points that needed to be collected for official evaluation. Each student 
was assigned what they considered to be the designated consultant, which was either the special 
education teacher or one of the intervention teachers. The six data points are outlined in the 
section below in what is referred to as Body of Evidence (BOE). As part of the school‟s RTI 
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plan, they developed a draft sheet of the role of the Designated Consultant. In observing and 
interviewing, it became clear this role was still being defined. The Designated Consultant 
Supports the Referring teacher by assisting in:  
1. Pinpointing problems as soon as they become apparent based on concerns and data. 
2. Brainstorming strategies/interventions from Resource books, based on the data, for 
the teacher to implement in the classroom using a smart goal (form in SIT packet) and 
setting a follow up checkpoint date (6-8 weeks).  
3. Follow up with the teacher (2x‟s before follow up date) and continue collecting 
data/body of evidence as necessary (4-6 data points). 
For a SIT referral: complete forms, assess body of evidence B.O.E and present 
it at the meeting. BOE should include: Current DRA Reading level; 
Assessment Notebook; Aimsweb graphs-ORF, MAZE, Early Literacy; 
SMART goals; CSAP; Benchmark; CELA; Student Work; CORE phonics 
Survey; Share It Assessment; Spelling Inventory; Behavior Plan; Attendance.  
4. Consult with the teacher after the meeting in setting goals, implementation to follow 
through and progress (2x‟s before follow up date) 
There were mixed views among the team members on whether the changing process was 
going to be a positive aspect of the school. As mentioned above, the literacy teacher preferred the 
previous process, and one of the special education teachers talked about needing to bring in the 
positive aspects of both RTI and the pre-referral process. She agreed with the literacy teacher 
that with the RTI process, they spent so much time on data for every student, that they didn‟t 
have time to really problem solve for each child. However, the other special education teacher 
thought the RTI process was making it more equitable for students and she saw it as a positive 
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that it was harder to have students placed in special education. She said, “There‟s a totally 
different perspective on qualifying now so now it‟s harder to get into special education because 
you have to provide certain types of- two, three types of intervention before you get in. You have 
to be very very severely low.” She talked about how the struggling kids were still getting their 
needs met, but that they didn‟t need a label to do that like in previous years.  
Mediating Artifacts: Addressing the quality of Tier one in decision-making 
Findings. Tier 1 instruction was addressed when making decisions for ELLs in conversations 
around the expertise and quality of classroom teacher and whether instruction was being 
scaffolded and differentiated for ELLs. It was also addressed when considering if students had 
received enough native language support.  
Teacher quality. On a number of occasions the RTI team would discuss who the student 
had for a teacher in previous years. There seemed to be an unwritten understanding among the 
RTI team members that some teachers were better prepared to work with ELLs. The ELL teacher 
discussed this during her interview and mentioned that it was pretty clear to her and most of the 
specialists which teachers were better at scaffolding instruction for ELLs as well as which 
teachers took an interest in doing so. She didn‟t think it was being done enough school wide but 
that it was strongly considered in meeting about struggling students. The special education 
teacher thought that most of the specialists were prepared to work with ELLs, including most of 
the paraeducators, and understood the sheltered approach, but that about half of the classroom 
teachers were still developing those skills and strategies. The teachers who were instructing in 
the ELA-S classrooms had more experience and knowledge working with ELLS but when 
students transitioned into ELA-E classrooms, not all of those teachers were able to or willing to 
adapt instruction for ELLs.  
Native language support. The quality of tier 1 was addressed when deciding if the 
language learner was receiving enough native language support in the classroom. The principal 
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was the main person to bring up quality of instruction. Here is a representative interaction where 
the principal, Donna, alluded to a teacher from the previous year as well as the current year 
addressing the quality of instruction received: 
I just don't want to keep passing her on. We have got to do something with her. There is 
something going on. We got her last year. She didn't have great instruction last year. 
There was nothing really done to support her. We are not giving her the support she 
needs this year either. (Betty nodded her head in agreement).  
Intervention support. Another example of addressing tier one instruction was 
represented during a series of meetings with the team and a teacher from a combination ELA-S 
class where the teacher expressed he was not getting enough support from interventionists. The 
team discussed how any students struggling in that class were possibly struggling for lack of 
support. The principal expressed frustration and concern to the team that only two of his students 
were in the regular intervention groups, and the entire class was making slow progress. They 
discussed whether it was somewhat of a natural process that the students were still transitioning 
to English. They decided to train a bilingual paraeducator to facilitate small groups in the 
classroom and to start pulling some of the kids out to work in small groups.  
Fidelity of instruction. During a number of interactions, the principal discussed with 
teachers how many times weekly they were providing daily oral language instruction as well as 
small group guided reading groups. She insisted they needed to be implemented four to five 
times each week in order to be effective. For example, in one meeting, Donna spoke rather 
harshly to a 5
th
 grade teacher who was concerned for some of her students not making the 
progress she had hoped to see. When the teacher was asked how often she was implementing 
guided reading groups, she skirted the question. The teacher finally responded that she was only 
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doing guided reading groups one to two times per week. Donna was rather irritated and 
explained that the instruction needed to be four to five times per week. She told the teacher the 
students needed that small group instruction in the classroom and that they might be the reason 
they are not progressing enough. She took this into consideration when discussing this teacher‟s 
struggling students, and held off on making decisions until they had more time. Donna also 
ensured the teacher she would be checking in with her the following week, and if here still 
wasn‟t any progress with a number of her kids they were going to meet about how to support her 
better in the classroom.   
Mediating Artifacts: Intervention Decision-Making for ELLs 
 
Findings. The RTI professionals utilized a variety of evidence from multiple sources to inform 
decisions for ELLs: data from curriculum based measures and small group interventions, district 
and state assessments, language assessments and teacher observations.   
 
Evidence from multiple sources. The professionals involved in the RTI process at this 
school used a variety of evidence to inform their decisions for ELLs. During the RTI meetings, 
where their main focus was on reviewing the data, they utilized a teacher data sheet to record all 
interventions and test data. This data sheet had been distributed to teachers at the beginning of 
the year, and the majority of the teachers utilized the data sheet. A few teachers preferred to keep 
their own format for collecting data, but at the meetings the principal was adamant about them 
completing the school data sheet for her own data records. Information on the sheet included 
DRA scores, district benchmarks, interim assessments, their guided reading level instructionally 
and independently, and the students‟ language proficiency levels. The sheet was divided into 
columns to monitor progress every 4-6 weeks (see Appendix). 
Data-based decision-making. At each meeting, the conversation began with a review of 
the students‟ current and past data. The principal retained a copy of all students‟ data in a binder 
 100 
 
(the binder would be used to show a district level contact person). The teacher would report on 
their students‟ progress from the data sheet by giving the latest DRA scores. If a teacher began 
giving anecdotal evidence, the principal would immediately ask for test score data before 
allowing the teacher to continue. Specialists and teachers leading intervention groups then 
reported on whether students were “on target” according to the intervention progress modeling 
tool and how much progress they were making. The state language proficiency score was usually 
only brought up in conversation if the student was a struggling learner. Occasionally teachers 
would bring writing samples to refer to if writing was the concern.   
They used forms provided by the district some of which they adapted to meet their own 
site-based needs, they utilized forms and graphs from intervention programs, AIMSWEB, state 
and district assessment data, bilingual assessment data when available. The MAZE was 
mentioned a few times as a screening tool when more information was needed. The EDL version 
of the DRA was also brought up as a screening tool. A few teachers mentioned having some 
other tools they could use to obtain more specific information on individual students and their 
literacy skills. Those were not always clarified. There were pocket charts hanging in the meeting 
room with picture of students on small index cards. The teachers were to place students along the 
charts according to what tier they were in. Only some of the charts were being utilized. At one 
point a teacher asked if he should have the students move their own card up or down to show 
they were making progress.  
Findings. Interventions for ELLs were determined based on academic performance in the 
classroom, progress in intervention groups, and the need for additional language development 
support. ELLs were placed in standard district intervention groups, additional ESL classes, or 
received classroom native language support. There were some barriers to providing quality 




A number of decisions were made over the course of four months in moving students in 
and out of intervention groups. Initially, the team met at the beginning of the school year to 
review data and decide on initial tier placement. Every student discussed at the meetings began 
the year in a certain tier based on DRA assessments and student records of language proficiency 
and state test data. At each meeting, the team reviewed the data for each student on their roster. 
They decided whether the student was making growth given the current intervention and whether 
they needed to add or change the intervention. The following decisions were made at these 
meetings: change of intervention, remain in intervention, add intervention, exit intervention and 
transition to classroom, move to test for special education, put on watch, no intervention 
available, collect more data before making a decision, retention, place in ELA-S the following 
year.  
Decisions based on intervention progress. Interventions were determined based on 
progress in the intervention group, progress in the classroom, what interventions were available, 
as well as whether the student needed additional language development supports. Students 
basically moved between intervention groups based on their academic and language needs 
demonstrated by growth on the DRA or growth in the intervention group. Tier I interventions 
included small group guided reading, teacher made interventions, and use of the native language 
as classroom support. The Tier II interventions were mainly district intervention programs 
including Leveled Literacy Instruction (LLI), Voyager, and Guided Reading Plus. The team 
considered extra small group guided reading and ESL pull-out as tier II interventions when they 
were supplemental; when the student was being “double dipped” and this served as the second 
dip. Other school interventions were: lower grade literacy as an intervention, after school 
tutoring, or an in-class para-educator doing small group or one-on-one instruction. Sometimes 
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students received two guided reading groups so the second group was considered a double dip in 
a separate small group setting, and sometimes the guided reading group focused more on skill 





 grade and were placed there to develop basic reading skills such as letter ID, 
phonics, and phonemic awareness. Even though tutoring was afterschool, it was still considered 
as an intervention and factored into decisions about the student‟s progress. Some of the team 
members were more familiar with the intervention programs than others.  
Tier III interventions included Wilson Fundations, or a targeted reading and writing 
group implemented by the special education teachers. Students were placed in tier III 
intervention groups if the team expected the student to eventually qualify for special education 
services, or if they thought the tier III intervention could be specialized enough to give the 
student a boost to eventually be placed into a tier II group. So tier III groups consisted of 
students already identified for special education with IEPs, students who were severely below 
grade level who had yet to be staffed for special education, as well as students with special needs 
who did not „fit‟ into any other intervention group. Sometimes students were placed in tier III if 
the teacher was working on a certain skill the student needed and that was only space available 
due to the other tier II groups being full.      
Access to intervention groups. English Language Learners received mainly the same 
interventions as native English speakers with the exception of ESL support and classroom native 
language support. ESL support was considered as an intervention if a second language learner 
was struggling in the regular classroom and not receiving ESL or any other interventions, or if 
the student was not progressing in one of the intervention groups. It was often recommended that 
the student receive ESL support if he or she was being transitioned out of a tier II group. The 
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ELL teacher often had to get permission from parents to see students in ESL pull-out if she had 
not done so already. The ELL teacher also offered a Voyager in Spanish intervention group 
which combined an intervention with ESL support. That option was mainly offered to first grade 
students and was filled beyond capacity.  
Barriers to quality interventions for ELLs. The school professionals expressed three 
major concerns regarding interventions for ELL students: the district interventions were often not 
individualized enough, some students needed additional language support but there was limited 
native language support available, especially for Vietnamese speakers, and there was often 
miscommunication with parents concerning ESL services. The district interventions were 
structured so that small groups of children (4-6 students) would progress at nearly the same rate 
on certain benchmarks. Some of the teachers spoke about how they were at a loss when some of 
the students in that subgroup would fall behind. They didn‟t have enough resources or sometimes 
training to differentiate within the small groups. The literacy teacher thought this was 
particularly problematic for ELL students who could benefit from native language support or 
more individualized language development that a number of the teachers felt unprepared for.    
There was a significant amount of conversation around the need for native language 
interventions in Spanish, Vietnamese, and Hmong as well as personnel who could implement 
such interventions. This was a huge concern for students transitioning from Spanish to English 
classes. This was also a concern for students receiving native language instruction who were 
falling behind their grade level peers. Since there was only intervention support in English and in 
the lower grades in Spanish, a number of the specialists felt several students‟ needs could not be 
met given the schools resources. In addition to a lack of resources in Spanish, the need for 
language support for the Vietnamese speaking students was even more desperate. The ELL 
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teacher spoke about how difficult it was to even find support in the community to help with 
translating or tutoring much less find a paraeducator or teacher who spoke Vietnamese.  
Here is an excerpt from an observation where the team needed to provide support to a Spanish 
speaking student.  
Donna:   (asks about Michael), We've got to get this kid some services….Nadine?(She 
asks the special education teacher if she can help).  
Nadine:   (clarifies), I‟m doing everything in English. 
Betty:    (literacy) says to Nadine, Can‟t you just take him?  
Donna:    That's confusing though. (She’s referring to being taught in English).  
Teacher:  Well we‟ve talked about how he's had 2 years of kindergarten in Spanish, 1st 
grade Spanish…It‟s trimester and he is struggling still.  
Donna:   (offers a solution), Can he work with Miguel (para-educator) one-on-one for at 
least 15 minutes?  
Teacher:  (frowns), Yeah but is that going to work? Is that enough? 
Donna:   We have to try something. There is a long pause.  
Nadine:   (is adamant), I can't take him. It will confuse him even more. 
Donna:    (asks Ana), It has to be in Spanish? What do you think? 
Ana:      (ESL) responds, I've had kids who've progressed in English intervention. 
 Betty:    Well what we're doing isn't working so it's worth a try.  
Donna:   Okay  
 
One barrier to students receiving additional language support was the miscommunication 
with parents around the services available to their children. There was a lot of conversation 
around students whose parents had chosen for them not to receive ESL support on the language 
survey (HLLQ) for a number of reasons. Sometimes it was a factor of the parent wanting their 
child to be in English only classes, and sometimes they thought their children were more 
proficient in English than they were. The principal and ELL teacher discussed how it was 
confusing for parents when filling out that form, and one of them spent many hours calling or 
contacting parents to change their child‟s services so they could receive language support. In a 
few instances the principal even suggested they change the terminology so the parents would 
approve the child to receive extra literacy support by the ESL teacher. 




Findings: Intervention progress was monitored frequently in intervention groups, through CBMs 
and classroom performance measurements. Professionals considered many factors: educational 
history, learner characteristics, home support, and cultural and linguistic influences on learning. 
Decisions based on rate of progress were unique to each student, and professionals struggled the 
most with this aspect. 
 
Frequent data-based progress monitoring. As mentioned above, progress was 
monitored using DRA assessments, district benchmark assessments, interim assessments, 
intervention assessments as part of the intervention program, informal language proficiency 
assessment, AIMSweb, and teacher observations. Progress was monitored every four to six 
weeks. When looking at test score data, at first it was difficult to determine the target goals for 
progress being discussed in the meetings. It was not stated, and there seemed to be an assumed 
understanding of what was considered growth. At times it was unclear whether only the principal 
considered the student to be showing growth or the whole team agreed. After speaking with the 
team members and observing it became clearer that they all knew for the most part what the 
target reading scores were for each grade level. There was a district form that outlined the 
growth benchmarks for guided reading and DRA scores, and some of the team members 
referenced it during discussion; some seemed to know the guidelines without looking at the 
form.  
Generally the first piece of data considered was the reading score on the DRA. If the 
student was not making growth in reading levels according to the guidelines, then there was 
room for concern. Sometimes the student made growth of one or two levels but the teachers 
informal assessment of their progress showed no concern. In some of these cases, a teacher 
would say the test was not a representation of classroom progress, and the teacher thought they 
could score higher given another test. If the student made growth of one or two levels and the 
teacher had concerns not represented in the test score, the student not reaching full potential, they 
 106 
 
discussed at length how to change or add interventions for the student. The teachers and team 
members considered whether the student was making progress in the intervention and also in the 
classroom. Often, a determining factor was whether the intervention growth was being 
generalized to the classroom. So if the student was making growth in the intervention but not in 
the classroom there was concern, or if there was no growth in either then there was room for 
concern. 
Specific to ELLs, determining rate of progress remained a persistent struggle for school 
professionals. This discussion came up repeatedly as to whether an ELL was not making 
progress because they needed more time to develop their language or if there was something else 
that needed to be considered. If an ELL was still receiving ESL support, it was often considered 
they needed more time to develop language. If the student had already exited the ESL program, 
and they were not making sufficient progress with the given intervention, then the team members 
relied on a number of factors in debating this issue.  
Considering a variety of factors influencing learning progress. In addition to 
considering classroom performance and intervention progress, the team considered the 
following: student‟s educational background, student‟s cultural and linguistic background, 
individual student learning factors, comparison to peers with similar backgrounds, and factors 
outside of the school influencing learning. They discussed the student‟s educational background 
in relation to: previous retentions, language of instruction, time of transition to English, gaps in 
education, previous education environments (they seemed to know the quality of the other 
schools in the area). The team considered learner characteristics such as: motivation, attitude, 
risk taking, reliance on L1, and attention. They considered factors outside of school that were 
impacting the child‟s learning such as: home environment, parent involvement, home support, 
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medication, attendance, homework. Here is a representative example of the team discussing a 
third grade ELL student and the various considerations regarding her progress. In this interaction 
the team discussed fluency, DRA, benchmark, and progress in LLI. They also considered the 
student‟s teacher from the prior year, and they discussed her being a language learner although 
they did not discuss what aspects of language were influencing her learning: 
Teacher:    (to Betty) I‟m considering moving Arlene out (of LLI) in January and putting 
her in ESL.  
Donna:      (asks Betty) What do you think?  
Betty:        I think she needs to be with me (in LLI). She needs ESL too but her fluency is 
the lowest of any third grader. I am just concerned that taking her out she'll 
lose a lot.  
Teacher:    But she needs to be with Ana because of 2nd language.  
Ana:          (asks Betty) What do you think is holding up her fluency?  
Betty:        I think some of it is second language but she's also working hard for where she 
is. 
Nadine:      (says to Betty) You should keep her. (There is a lengthy discussion between 
Donna, the principal and Betty about how LLI and ESL don’t fit together with 
the schedule. The student cannot possibly have both interventions. There is a 
long pause.)  
Ana:          Who was her teacher last year? 
Betty:        (clarifies teacher) (A collective nod signifies a strong teacher from the 
previous year).  
Donna:      (asks Betty) What is her level again?  
Betty:        She's at a K and she's working hard to stay at that K. (K is considered 2
nd
 
grade mid-year level).  
Teacher:    I‟m concerned if she's understanding what she reads.  
Teacher:    (asks Nadine) What do you think?  
Nadine:      In tutoring we don't do guided reading so I don‟t know.  
Teacher:    Where I'm going here is that if she bombed the benchmarks, that is saying to 
me that the program- intervention program she is in is not working-  
Donna:      Well wait but is she making progress with her DRA? I mean you can't always 
go by the benchmark- the question is whether she is making progress.  
Teacher:    She is making really, really slow progress.  
Nadine:      I agree.  
 
Although this excerpt represents the various evidence they considered in discussing the student‟s 
progress, after this lengthy discussion, the team never resolved the issue of the student needing 
two types of interventions. She needed literacy support and language support and the two were 
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conflicting in the daily schedule. This was a common issue throughout the meetings, trying to 
determine which intervention best suited the students‟ needs and then resolving the logistics of 
implementation.  
Another issue facing the team was when to transition students back in to the regular 
classroom and remove the intervention support, especially for ELLs. In this interaction the team 
members discussed a 3
rd
 grade ELL student who was making progress but not reaching his 
potential. The team was hesitant to transition him from an intervention group back into the 
classroom without any support due to motivation. His intervention changed from LLI to ESL 
support, so he would be receiving either in class or pullout language support a few days each 
week depending on the ELL teacher‟s schedule.  
Betty:        He's lazy. He has all the intelligence but he- 
Ana:          I worry about him being so disengaged in third grade really and it seems like 
you know if you don't do this for me know I'm going to need you to come 
back at recess and do it he doesn't care.  
Donna:      What about a parent contact. Have we talked to-? 
Ana:          Yes, I have talked to mom on several occasions.  
Teacher:     He's turning a lot of homework in- 
Ana:           He is getting better with a lot of pressure from all of us, but I worry he will 
fall behind without us pushing him 
Teacher:    with a lot of pressure  
Donna:      Well that's okay. That's progress 
 
Here is an example of the team considering a number of factors for a fourth grade struggling 
ELL student. The team considered: reading growth on DRA, peer comparison, amount of time in 
English, attendance, personality, and length of time in interventions.  
 
Teacher:    Kimberly started at 24- Jacina at a 28 and Kimberly moved to 28. Jacina is at- 
could be at 30 but she doesn't put forth the effort.  
Donna:       I‟m concerned with only going up one level for Kimberly and Jacina only at 
28. That's huge in fourth grade to be at that level and not making any growth.  
Donna:       Darla what do you see in voyager?  
Darla:         I see Kimberly trying but a lot of it is her language. For me she cannot say 
some of the words that we're reading because of the language problem.  
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Donna:      I can't use language with her anymore she's been in English since kinder- 
Sabah:       Do you remember how she used to cry every morning?  
Donna:      Her issue is why she's still struggling with language when she's had-  
Teacher:    She only speaks Spanish at home.  
Donna:       I can take other kids in her same situation and they‟re making great 
progress…second language learner…only speak Spanish at home…making 
great progress.  
Donna:       I think she needs-because she's another kid that's been brought up over and 
over…nice kid no attendance problem  
Donna:       (to Sharon (special ed) Can you look at her and screen her a little bit?  
Sharon:       She's had voyager for two years.  
Donna:       (asks Betty) They tap out at a 30? You can't take any 4th graders? 
Betty:         No.  
 
Mediating Artifacts: Considering cultural and linguistic background for ELLs 
 
Findings: School professionals considered home environment (parental support, language 
spoken in the home, parents’ views on education, poverty, trauma), educational history (time of 
transition to English, gaps in education), and language development (current proficiency level, 
peer comparison), to inform decisions for ELLs.  
 
When considering the student‟s cultural and linguistic background the team discussed: 
home environment, home support, language spoken at home and with peers, home language 
survey (HLLQ) form, linguistic background, time of transition to English, and current language 
proficiency. They also discussed how the parent‟s/home culture influenced the student‟s attitude 
toward schooling as well as the school parent relationship. The team discussed at least one and 
often many of these factors for every ELL student. Most members of the team were familiar with 
all of the students or at least knew their siblings or families with the exception of the school 
psychologist who was only there two days each week.  
Considering student’s home culture and environment. When discussing home 
environment, they looked at whether the parents were involved in their child‟s education, 
whether the parents read with them, whether they checked their homework or showed general 
concern for their schooling, what language was spoken in the home and how often, or what other 
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social issues they were dealing with. Many students were caretakers for their younger siblings, 
lived with relatives other than their parents, or were dealing with traumatic events in their lives.   
Teacher:    It‟s the same thing I saw in the beginning. I just think it's a big part of 
language. Although I'm feeling like there's some disability there. There's 
something there but until we tackle the language issue plus her plate is full at 
home.   
Donna:       I know 
Teacher:    She's daycare mom she's-it's her and her sister running the show and I think 
they are doing quite well but it's a big load for a third grader to carry. So I 
agree as far as the headaches- and when she came back yesterday I said oh are 
you feeling better because she was gone for three days. I am also feeling like 
the pressure- like maybe we are moving her too fast because she should be in 
ELA-S.  
 
The home language survey was a big issue of discussion. Since the form designated what type of 
native and English language support the child received, it was factored into discussions whether 
the student had been correctly placed. Unfortunately there were times when students slipped 
through the cracks and could have benefitted from receiving services but their parents were 
misinformed about paperwork or misunderstood the purpose of the ESL program. The team 
occasionally discussed contacting parents to change the form so their child could receive 
language support.  
Teacher:    I‟m concerned about Arlene. She's new-  
Donna:      Where did she come from again? 
Teacher:    She comes from a school in the district. I can‟t remember the name. 
Donna:      Oh yes, I am VERY concerned also with the little brother because his mom 
insists that they be in English.  
Teacher:    She has to repeat everything Spanish  
Donna:      Mom thinks they're proficient -I've got to pull her out of there 
Teacher:    Her writing and everything is just low. She tested at DRA level 10  
Donna:      (asks Ana) Could you do an EDL…(laughs) in all your spare time? because I 
can't get the right information from mom-  
Teacher:    Arlene told me she's not living with her mom. She gave them up and they are 




Considering language proficiency and educational history. Specific to language 
proficiency, they discussed whether a student was progressing compared to their peers with 
similar backgrounds and languages. They looked at the language proficiency scores, but only the 
ELL teacher knew how to interpret them. The team rarely spoke about specific language skills 
and needs of the students, mainly focusing their discussion around gaps in reading fluency or 
comprehension. A major point of discussion was how long the student had been receiving native 
language support and whether they were transitioned into English classes at an appropriate time. 
Since it was the principal‟s decision she was often observed saying, “I transitioned him too 
early.” They also considered which teacher the student had received native language support 
from in previous year, although this was difficult to draw conclusions as to which teachers were 
considered to be effective at supporting ELLs.  The team discussed a struggling ELL student 
whose family spoke Hmong. Here is an example that represents these considerations: 
The teacher brings up a struggling student: 
Teacher 1:  Tran we need to- I talked to mom. I want you (to Ana) to look at her writing. 
Tran and Paw (siblings) have the same issues. The mom says it's not because 
they talk Hmong at home. 
Ana:           They don't. 
Donna:       Well I know that but if you look at the language mistakes are it looks like 
language. 
Ana:           Is mom willing to give permission?  
Teacher 2: I don't think Paw (sibling) has the same problem. 
Ana:          No. The thing is she's not identified as ELL unless I get mom to change her 
language questionnaire. I mean talk about being out of compliance picking up 
a kid who's not a second language learner. (To Donna) Do you know mom? 
(She’s looking at the writing sample) What the heck were you guys writing 
about? This almost reads to me there are bigger gaps than language like 
processing SLD. What do you think? (talking to Sabah who is looking over 
her shoulder)  
Teacher 1: Yeah she's gone down from a 34 she could not pass a 30.  
Ana:           I mean it seems to me like she can't even think. 
Darla:        She's going backwards. We pulled her out of Voyager because she seriously 
hated voyager. 
Teacher 1:  She shuts down.  
Ana:           Has she ever been screened for speech like expressive language? 
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Donna:      No because her expressive language is pretty good  
Ana:          (miffed points to writing sample) well that's expressive language and that's not 
understandable.  
Teacher:    She's like Cathy. 
Ana:           I think she's lower than Cathy.  
Teacher:    But I mean similar in the writing syntax.  
Ana:          Maybe it is language confusion. 
Donna:       I just don't want to keep passing Tran on. We have got to do something with 
her. There's something going on. We got her last year. She didn't have great 
instruction last year. It was the first year we had her. There was nothing really 
done to support her. We are not giving her the support she needs. 
Ana:           Does mom- 
Donna:       Mom's defensive. 
Ana:           Does mom say Tran speaks any Hmong at home? 
Donna:       No and mom will say it's because her kids are lazy and because they are 
disengaged and there's nothing wrong with them and it's her kids. She's going 
to be right on them in a minute to make sure her kids do the right thing. 
Teacher:     Is she the one you conferenced with? 
Ana:           Well maybe I can just talk with her about changing the language- just putting 
it out there that it's just extra help with writing…not English-  
Donna:       Perfect. 
Ana:           But I might have to get her to lie and say her first language is something other 
than English.  
Donna:       She might not actually because she's so defensive.  
Teacher:     (about Tran) She came yesterday with a temperature of 102 and she did not 
want to go home and I asked her if it was because of the valentine party and 
she said no she just needed to be in school.  
Sabah:        Oh gosh. 
Donna:       Yeah mom's tough.  
 
The team discussed a fourth grade student and considered her language proficiency, how she 
scored on the language proficiency test, and how her language may have been interacting with 
her learning. There were a few attempts by different team members to dive deeper into the 
problem, but they end up deciding they need more screening or testing to figure out why she is 
struggling.  
Teacher:    She started the year at a 16 now she's at a 20/24 but the problem is mostly 
comprehension.  
Betty:         It's not language? 
Donna:       It could be.  
Ana:          At a deeper level it is language. She's orally very capable and you think she's 
got it but her writing too is where she's all over the place  
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Teacher:   Well- 
Donna:     (interrupts) Betty I would look at Mary as someone who could go into LLI that 
second semester it would be that same kind of thing- 
Ana:           I don't know. I don't know what you're doing, but what she needs is more 
building meaning and the syntax of English you know like more complicated 
sentences. She doesn't quite understand them. Her spelling is not horrendous.  
Donna and Betty both ask what she needs  
Donna:      (suggests) Darla could do extra guided reading?  
Ana:           I don‟t know. Ask Megan (the teacher).  
Teacher:     It's really her writing. She writes so much so quickly. We really just need to 
slow her down and help with her comprehension.  
Ana:          (talks about how she did on her language proficiency test). She didn't do well 
on main idea, drawing conclusions, sequencing from the reading:  
Teacher:    So we really don't need to talk about fluency for her. We need to talk about 
reading for comprehension and I'm not sure of a strategy for that personally  
Sabah:       (tries to clarify) Is the comprehension not happening because of the fluency or 
what?  
Donna;       Is this a child we need to do a little more testing to screen where some of her 
weaknesses might be?  
Ana:           I don't know what would be an appropriate test for her.  
Betty:        When she's reading is she able to spit back the story she's read?  
Donna:      Well let's do this because of time (cuts her off). Darla, could you or who could 
give her a little bit more testing to get a better idea? I mean it's not an ideal 
thing but just as a-  
Darla:        Yeah I could give her my fluency test  
Ana:           I could give her my core phonics test but I don't think that's going to be the 
issue  
Donna:      (summarizes) Okay Mary is going to get ESL…more testing…maybe later 
guided reading. 
 
Deficit view of language  
 
Findings. Language was viewed repeatedly in a negative context. Language was seen as a 
barrier to learning and something that was a problem that needed to be fixed. The language used 
to address language background and language influencing learning:  
 
The literacy specialist used this deficit language on a number of occasions. When 
speaking about a 2
nd
 grade student she said, “It‟s a language issue because mom doesn‟t speak 
any English at all.” When speaking about another student she reported, “I see her lapsing, she‟ll 
be talking and then all of the sudden she is talking in Spanish. In another meeting she reported 
that a student was making progress in her intervention group but she added, “Her only problem is 
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language…” The paraeducator also referenced language as being a problem for a 4th grade 
student, “I see her trying but a lot of it is her language for me she cannot say some of the words 
we are reading because of the language problem.” A number of teachers also viewed language as 
a barrier. One teacher was observed asking the ELL teacher about a 4
th
 grader, “She really has a 
language problem don‟t you think- a second language problem?” Another teacher expressed her 
concerns about a 1
st
 grade student, “I‟m concerned about him, he doesn‟t have enough English. 
He can‟t label things-I think it‟s a language problem when he‟s sitting in circle he asks his 
cousin to translate for him.” A first grade teacher talked about one of her students, “She‟s 2nd 
language- she went back and forth Spanish English so language is a problem she‟s holding her 
own. Mom supports her but she speaks all Spanish.  
The principal used some interesting language when speaking to a classroom teacher about 
a student, “That kid is lower than a lot of your other kids that are heavily impacted with 
language.” It was surprising to even see this deficit language from the ELL teacher, “His mom 
only speaks Spanish. His dad speaks English very well. He‟s probably conversing most of the 
time in Spanish because I bet dad lapses into Spanish at home because it‟s the common 
language. The deficit language was pervasive among most of the team members except for one. 
The only team member to address language positively was the school psychologist. In one case 
she responded to a classroom teacher, “So how long has she been here? Does she just need more 
language development time?” In another interaction the principal stated, “It could be language 
confusion,” and Sabah responded, “Can we have some more time to make better decisions about 
him? At least there should be some time to figure out what are his language skills.” She seemed 
to have more of an awareness of language development and influences on learning.  




Findings. Although the school saw families having an essential role in students’ academic 
progress, there was limited parent involvement at home and in school. Professionals considered 
parent involvement strongly in making decisions for ELLs, and it was often a determining factor 
for decisions.  
 
The team members at Spruce viewed parents as being an integral piece to the process. 
Teachers communicated regularly with parents about their students‟ progress. Since most of the 
teachers could speak at least conversational Spanish, the language was rarely a barrier for 
communicating with Spanish speaking families. When more in depth conversations were needed, 
they asked the secretary or the ELL teacher who would interpret or they would call for a district 
interpreter. All school communications were in both Spanish and English. They struggled to 
reach out to the Hmong and Vietnamese speaking community and were constantly seeking a 
native language tutor or district help for more support. The parents of this community rarely 
came to the school even when invited for special school events.  The ELL teacher spoke about 
this:  
It's tough to find resources about Asian culture here. Last year I tried to contact the Asian 
culture centers and I never got anywhere. If you look at the district referral form for 
second language speakers it asks you things like: How are American beliefs about school 
different from the native culture? Well we don't that…it's hard if you don't know much 
about the students‟ culture. Some of our Somali kids are refugees and they haven't been 
in school. Typically those parents are reluctant to come to school. I have a cooking 
activity that I do once a month on Wednesday night and it's always the same parents who 
come every time. Most of the Vietnamese parents drop their kids off and then pick them 
up and they won't come in. I understand they're not comfortable. No one speaks their 
language but it's kind of frustrating too. 
 116 
 
The parents were included in parent teacher conferences twice a year, they were not included in 
the RTI meetings, but they were invited to meetings after the team had made decisions on certain 
students. Parents were not notified of the students change in groups or interventions unless the 
parent specifically asked the teacher. If students were to be evaluated for special education 
placement or if they were going to be retained, the parents were contacted. Parents were 
sometimes brought in for meetings if there were concerns about lack of home support or if the 
team wanted to have a more in depth conversation about why the student was not making 
progress, the majority of meetings being about the former. These meetings usually involved the 
principal, the teacher, and sometimes the interventionist working with the student.  
The principal had a very strong manner of talking about the parents‟ role. It was a very 
clear perspective of the team that the parents needed to support their children at home: ideally by 
reading with them and taking interest in their school work and at the very least by checking on 
homework and communicating regularly with the child‟s teacher. There were a number of 
occasions where the principal spoke about threatening parents to retain their child if they did not 
start providing them more home support. The view was as such: “We are doing everything we 
can do here at school given our resources. If you are not going to support your child, then we 
have to retain them.” She set up meetings to specifically talk to parents who were not providing 
enough support to their children and she asked for team members to attend the meetings and 
provide evidence to support her in the discussion.  Here is a conversation that represents the view 
on family support:  
Donna: That's the thing-I think for that family because they are so uninvolved and 
because we take care of their needs so much we really need to all sit down and 
show them this is where your kid's performing. They are bright kids but because 
we don't get any support at home, you don't know what's going on because we 
have all three of them and we're suffering the same thing for all three kids, and 
until we get help from home we are going to make minimal progress. We are 
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going to have to retain them. 
Betty:    Absolutely  
Donna:  I'm just going to make that statement. It's not that they aren't bright. It's that they 
are not getting the support, and if we have to do it all at the school, I can't be 
pushing them on. I'm not going to do it.  
 
Community/Division of Labor: Changing roles of the professionals in RTI  
 
Findings. Professional involved in the process shared many roles, saw their roles being 
expanded, and they collaborated in seeing that students’ needs were met.  
Professionals were being asked to support more ELLs  
 
The school professionals involved in the RTI process were being asked to share and 
expand their roles to meet the needs of their students. Their roles were expanded to work with 
students that hadn‟t previously worked with including ELLs, to understand and implement a 
number of intervention programs, and to problem solve and make decisions based on data from 
intervention programs. For the specialists, they worked collaboratively to provide interventions 
to all students in need regardless of their area of expertise.   
ELL Teacher. The ELL teacher Ana had worked at Spruce Elementary for the past four 
years. In that time she had continually been a member of the SIT team and the developing RTI 
team. Ana was the only ELL teacher in the school‟s resource model. She taught pullout ESL 
classes in Kindergarten through 5
th
 grades using Avenues curriculum designed for ELLs. 
Additionally she acted as an intervention teacher as the school needed extra, small group 
interventions, so she implemented a 1
st
 grade intervention called Voyager. She taught these 
intervention groups in Spanish or English. Ana she said since the district had not provided much 
guidance to school professionals in the implementation of RTI, her role had changed according 
to any change in school leadership. The biggest change for her was that with RTI she served 
more students than were on her caseload from the district. She would place students in her small 
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groups based on intervention needs and need for language support. I also witnessed this 
unfolding in the meetings.  
Well sometimes they‟re my students so I‟m able to bring some perspective to specifics 
about how their native language might be interfering with their progress. Sometimes 
there are kids I don't know and just people ask me in general some general questions 
about language acquisition or um specific differences between two languages that might 
explain the kind of mistakes kids make and sometimes I‟m an intervention in the sense 
that it‟s not sanctioned by the district but sometimes they‟re placed with me for services 
as a sort of informal intervention. 
Ana played many roles in the process: advocate, gatekeeper, reporter, teacher, and facilitator 
between parent and school. Ana interpreted the state proficiency tests and helped communicate 
to teachers where were practically in the language acquisition process. She flagged students who 
were not receiving services and opposed students receiving services when their needs could be 
better met elsewhere. Being a Spanish speaker, Ana was also able to collect data in students‟ 
native language through informal assessments as well as the EDL, the Spanish version of the 
district literacy assessment DRA2.  
It was evident that teachers had sought out Ana prior to RTI meetings to discuss the 
academic progress of their ELL students. She collaborated with them to determine potential 
reasons for the students‟ academic struggles and successes. She brought the perspective of how 
the child performed in a small group setting where they are more able to be active learners. She 
quite often talked about the students‟ willingness to take risks and create their own language 
opportunities. Ana had a historical perspective on how long the child had been receiving 
language support as well as their educational and family background. I observed Ana trying to 
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problem solve issues with students who were 2
nd
 language learners, what screening they could do 
as well as whether it was even appropriate to consider screening and testing measures. She was 
occasionally resistant to taking on more students because she already had so many on her 
caseload. It appeared when the team considered the student to be “struggling” with language, 
Ana was the only person to go to.  
Literacy/Intervention teacher. Betty had been at Spruce Elementary for 2 years. She 
previously taught in another state as a reading specialist. The past two years at the school had 
been her first in working with students from diverse cultural and linguistic backgrounds. Prior to 
the study she was the chair of the SIT team, and she also acted as a member of the school‟s 
instructional team. She was a regular member of the RTI team during the study. For the two 
years she was at the school she had been instructing small groups of three to four students with 
an intervention program provided by the school district called Leveled Literacy Instruction. She 
also taught guided reading groups during those years. Betty talked about her role:  
I see my position as a literacy teacher person is to really work with kids and then try to 
help the teachers that I come in contact with, especially with the students am working 
with, and to try to advocate for that student to be able to say go up in a different group or 
how often we work with this child in the classroom or those kinds of things. Sometimes I 
say, why don't you come and see what I'm doing see if you can get some strategies from 
what I am doing to put in your classroom and then we can talk about it. 
Betty spoke very negatively about her changing role in the process. She was often 
frustrated that she was asked to see more and more kids as well as to create more intervention 
groups than she had available resources for. She used to be in a leadership role as the SIT chair, 
and she preferred the functioning of that process to RTI. There appeared to be constant tension 
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between Betty and the principal that was evident in the interview and in the observations. She 
claimed she was more involved in instructional decisions when they had an interim principal, 
and she saw the process as being very top down with the current principal. In her words, “Of 
course the specialist‟s role in my opinion is to be a real leader and to sort of make sure that the 
RTI process is functioning and that we're actually getting something done.”  
Betty‟s role was to progress monitor the students she had in LLI when they exited LLI and 
were placed back into the regular classroom. She expressed her concern in the meetings when 
she thought students were being exited from other intervention groups and placed back in the 
classroom with little to no support. Betty added information as to the students‟ home situation 
and was aware of native language influences. She had regular contact with her students‟ families. 
On a number of occasions during the meetings she mentioned that she has spoken to a parent or 
sibling of one of her students either at school or by phone. Betty problem solved with her team 
when a child was struggling with different areas of reading.  
Special Education Teacher. The year of the study was Nadine‟s first year teaching at 
Spruce Elementary. She had a degree in Speech Pathology as well as special education, and she 
taught in another school in the same district for ten years prior to this one. She herself was a 
second language learner and mentioned that it really gave her the understanding to work with 
ELLs and help teachers understand their needs as well. One of her roles was to coordinate with 
the school psychologist to develop the testing schedule when students need to be formally 
evaluated for special education. She also coordinated with the testing team from the district to 
test students in their native language (MAST- Multilingual Assessment Support Team). Nadine 
implemented a number of intervention programs in a small group setting in her trailer attached to 
the school. She mentioned teaching Wilson, Foundations, LLI, and guided reading.  
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Although she was an integral part of the process, I did not see her being a leader per se 
during meetings. She saw it as her role to help train the teachers working with district 
interventions. Nadine helped the teachers understand how to monitor student progress as well as 
the importance of providing interventions with fidelity. She helped them with sheltered English 
strategies, understanding phonemic awareness and linguistic issues. 
 Nadine also took on students who were not officially designated as special education 
students, but who need intensive tier III support. The team often placed students with her if they 
felt that student would likely qualify for special education eventually at some point in the 
process. She was being asked to take on more students in more intervention groups, but she was 
happy to do so as she saw the benefits for the students. Nadine along with the other special 
education teacher communicated to the team how to collect evidence and what evidence was 
needed for a formal evaluation. She also communicated to the team when a student usually 
would qualify based on past experiences.  
Principal. Donna had been the principal of Spruce Elementary for seven years. She was 
on a leave for the year prior to the study. It was very evident that she was running the show on 
many levels. She led and facilitated the RTI meetings. She made all of the final decisions for 
where students got placed in intervention groups and whether they were to be tested. She was the 
one who decided when a student was placed in ELA S or ELA E and she decided when the 
student transitioned from ELA-S into ELA-E and occasionally vice versa. She elicited input from 
the team, but essentially she had the final say. Donna took great effort to understand the child‟s 
history and background and life outside of school. She knew how many schools the child had 
gone to, what their living situation was like, and whether they were receiving any social services. 
She made a point of attending parent teacher conferences or calling parents in for special 
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conferences. She often made home visits with the student‟s teacher or social worker. Donna 
ensured that teachers were implementing interventions with fidelity. She switched entire grade 
level schedules around if more students need interventions or they needed to create more 
intervention time. She hired more para- educators to implement interventions during the year. 
She encouraged the teachers to train their para-educators to teach interventions rather than doing 
administrative work.  
Donna advocated for the teachers trying to take on too much such as afterschool tutoring 
or seeing kids during lunch breaks. She was also a rule bender if she thought it would benefit the 
students. In a few cases she tried to get Betty to take on more LLI kids than her grant allowed, 
she tried to get Ana to see ELL students not on her caseload. Donna had a good understanding of 
the interventions and helped the teachers decide which would be the best fit for them. 
Occasionally she offered her own strategies as interventions for students. She kept a giant binder 
of data sheets to monitor students‟ progress that she said her boss needs to see. Donna was an 
advocate for second language learners and was always questioning the language piece. In one 
meeting she questioned an experienced bilingual teacher about how to scaffold language in the 
classroom, “Well what do you do? You need to support them in Spanish while you're teaching in 
English but where do you make that transition?” The ELL teacher said this about her:  
You know she tends to be more aware of language differences (than the interim principal) 
because there's concern that if kids get that oral fluency and are socially adapted speaking 
English- teachers forget that there are still deeper levels that they can't function on. I 
forget and I get fooled too, and so I think Donna is a good source in making people aware 
that they should talk with me about and look at writing and DRAs together and look 
specifically at the kinds of errors that kids are making.  
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School Psychologist. Sabah shared her assignment with another school in the district so 
she was only there two days a week. Although her primary role was to deal with issues of 
behavior, in the meetings she tackled issues of motivation, and family/parenting issues. She also 
contributed substantially to the conversation regarding academic difficulties. In the meetings she 
was concerned about the big picture. She advocated that student progress should be monitored 
after they exit intervention groups.  Sabah was familiar with the students who had a history with 
attention issues, family issues, or any other mental health issues. She offered to observe students 
in the classroom as well as to contact parents. Sometimes she had background information that 
teachers did not have about the student.  
Sabah was familiar with students‟ IEPs and assisted teachers in interpreting them. She 
was familiar with the social services offered through the district as well as the community. She 
helped parents fill out necessary forms and paperwork related to insurance and receiving these 
services. She knew who in the district and community to contact. Sabah met with students 
individually and in small groups to provide behavior and emotional counseling. She tried to 
understand and clarify what a student‟s academic struggles were. She was often the one to 
ask/challenge a person to qualify their statements. For example, when discussing an intervention 
for an ELL the principal said, “Well, what I'd rather see instead of putting her back because she's 
never going to qualify for special ed is let's just try her in voyager.” Sabah challenged her, “Why 
do we say that she would never qualify for special ed? we qualify based on progress to 
intervention and where they are functioning.”  
 Classroom Teacher. The classroom teachers observed in the meetings mainly played 
the role of reporting the students‟ progress in the regular classroom. They relied mainly on the 
DRA scores as well as the district benchmark assessments. They also brought writing and work 
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samples to demonstrate progress. The principal asked the teachers to go through the students 
receiving interventions and to express any concern with students in need of interventions that 
were not receiving any. The teachers were asked to report on any differentiation they were doing 
in the regular classroom including native language support, oral language activities, or small 
group instruction. The teachers implemented guided reading four to five times per week as a tier 
one classroom intervention. The classroom teacher reported on progress in the classroom aside 
from the DRA as a few of the teachers thought it to be an invalid measurement.  
The literacy teacher spoke about the classroom teacher‟s role as looking at the bigger 
picture and comparing across the children, whereas the specialists were able to address more of 
the individual differences. The special education teacher said, with regards to teachers, that they 
were being asked to provide more interventions and scaffolding in the classroom, but that they 
were still developing those skills with the help of the other specialists. The ELL teacher talked 
about how important the classroom teacher‟s role should be in differentiating for ELLs, but that 
overall they were not sheltering as much as they should be “I don't honestly see don't feel like I 
see the scaffolding and the awareness among the classroom teachers that I would like to see with 
the second language learners.” 
Community/Division of Labor: Professionals’ roles in decision-making 
Findings. There was a clear hierarchy in decision making, with the principal being at the top of 
the hierarchy. The principal played an integral role in how the RTI process was implemented as 
well as what decisions were made for ELLs.  
 
The principal always made the final decision. She would elicit input from the team, but 
she always had the final say. She often interrupted other teachers and had very strong opinions 
relating to retention how much progress a student should be making. The literacy teacher 
expressed her desire to have more decision making power. She felt her voice was silenced and 
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the leadership was very top-down. It was apparent in the meetings there was s tension between 
the two. She thought they needed to address more individual needs whereas the principal was 
more focused on the bigger picture. The psychologist challenged the decisions and often played 
the devil‟s advocate. She was the enforcer as she knew the most about the process. Although she 
often expressed her views, it only sometimes changed the decision of the principal. 
The ELL teacher had a lot to say in the interview, but she was very reserved and 
sometimes confrontational in the meetings. Teachers and specialists often asked her for her 
opinion on ELL students and for their language proficiency growth, but she did not always 
initiate. The principal quite often asked her opinion and then made the final decision. The teacher 
had the ability to challenge the data by giving classroom evidence. Although the teachers‟ 
opinions were listened to, they only occasionally had a final say in the decision-making. Most 
questions were directed to them, and they did not initiate the conversation. The parent‟s did not 
have a role during RTI meetings, but their roles in supporting their children were often the 
subject of debate and major factors in decision-making. The special ed teachers did not have 
much leadership, but their opinions were valued for their expertise. They had input in the 
decisions but did not have the final say. They were usually more hesitant to test due to pressure 
from the district bilingual team and due to their workloads and lack of time.  
Outcomes: Benefits for ELLs with the implementation of RTI 
 
Findings. There were benefits to ELLs in the RTI process at this school: more small group 
instruction, more access to intervention programs, and more consideration of how language 
proficiency influences learning.  
 
Access to interventions earlier. When observing the RTI meetings at Spruce, it was 
evident the staff was experienced in working with ELLs and considered the many factors 
influencing learners from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds. What I witnessed 
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unfolding were the many different intervention possibilities available to ELLs at this school. 
ELLs had access to all interventions programs, and team members bent over backwards trying to 
accommodate any special needs. Even with there being limited to no native language 
interventions, the staff tried to find solutions to offer additional support to struggling ELLs. 
When the ELL teacher was overwhelmed and ran out of time and space, the special education 
teacher or the literacy teacher would step in and offer to squeeze the student into a group or work 
with them during lunch or free time. I observed one interaction where the principal and the team 
spent 40 minutes trying to develop another intervention group for a few ELLs who she thought 
she transitioned too early, and every person in the room tried to rearrange their schedule to make 
it work.  
Focus on language interaction with learning. The ELL teacher spoke about how as a 
result of RTI they were trying to focus more on what the language proficiency levels really mean 
and how that influenced their discussions about ELLs:  
Well I think it kind of keeps them in the forefront of consideration that especially in the 
intermediate grade when they often begin to have trouble with reading and writing 
because of the content load I think it's helped us keep that focus or looking at it through 
that lens a little bit more important. I guess because like I said they get fluent socially and 
you tend to forget that there's still a lot of need for scaffolding and support and we look a 
lot more now at the state English competency test whereas before I don't think it was 
even looked at now we're using it more in some of our decision making.  
More individualized instruction for ELLs. The special education teacher spoke about 
how the small group interventions were really benefitting the ELLs at their school because they 
had more to offer the student and that they were spending more time in small group settings. She 
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talked about how they were getting access to more and more interventions every year. Another 
teacher also spoke about how the small group interventions that they had been offering all year 
were benefitting their ELLs especially. She mentioned that they were increasing the amount of 
small groups available because they were seeing the benefits. She said, “I think it's the small 
group which is the intervention that we provide that‟s most beneficial because they have constant 
attention and the teacher can break it into chucks and give them a lot of individual practice.”  
Conclusion 
Spruce Elementary was still developing its RTI process throughout the year of the study, 
yet they had in place many positive aspects for decision-making for ELLs. The frameworks and 
guidelines (Rules) provided by the district were comprehensive, yet the professionals were still 
transitioning to understand the components and underlying theory behind RTI. The principal, 
who was the driving force, had a clear vision of what the process should look like and the many 
factors that needed to be considered when making decisions, but that was not always 
communicated to the rest of the community of professionals. Even given a comprehensive plan, 
the school still had limited resources in providing quality interventions for ELLs.  
The school professionals utilized many of their tools, or mediating artifacts, to inform 
their decisions for ELLs. They did consider the quality of classroom, or tier one instruction for 
ELLs . However their considerations were not systematic or readily apparent as an outside 
observer. They considered the quality of the teacher in their ability to provide native language 
support and scaffolding for ELLs, but this was almost an unwritten understanding among the 
staff. Teachers were asked in meetings to discuss how they were supporting ELLs in the 
classroom and whether they were providing tier one interventions with fidelity.  
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The access to intervention groups for ELLs was a strength of their process, and the staff‟s 
willingness to adapt schedules and resources to do so was tremendous. The staff heavily relied 
on multiple forms of evidence to inform decisions and monitor progress. They considered a 
multitude of individual, school, and home environment factors that influenced students‟ learning 
when making decisions. It was amazing how many students were moved in and out of 
intervention groups over the course of the study. The professionals were keenly aware of cultural 
and linguistic diversity and highly considered the influence on learning. There was however a 
very apparent deficit view of language and bilingualism throughout discussions that was 
surprising to see in a bilingual school.  
 With regard to the community and division of labor components of this RTI process, the 
professionals involved were seeing their roles being expanded, and they were being asked to 
support more ELL students. The professionals were able to adapt their instruction for ELLs to 
varying degrees. The classroom teachers were seeing their roles changing in the need to provide 
evidence for classroom interventions, and the special education teacher was supporting 
classroom teachers more. There was a great deal of dialogue around parent involvement for most 
of the students discussed, and although the school valued parent involvement, parents were not 
involved in the process until decisions had already been made. Whether students received parent 
support was a major factor in decisions especially for ELLs.  
Although the staff collaborated in providing interventions and meeting students‟ needs, 
the decision-making was a clears hierarchy. The principal had complete decision-making power, 
although she did consider input from her staff. The professionals relied heavily on the ELL 
teacher for decisions regarding ELLs. Some of the staff was resistant to the structure, but mostly 
they saw the benefits for the students. They saw there being many benefits in particular for ELLs 
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including: more small group instruction, more access to intervention programs, and more 
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Findings: Kapok Elementary 
 
Background Information 
Setting. Kapok Elementary was a small neighborhood school building settled in a quiet 
yet urban area. The school was located on a sprawling green space that backed up to a medical 
facility. Most of the surrounding houses were lower to middle SES. About half of the students 
were bused to school while the other half were brought on foot or by car by their parents. There 
were a number of parents in and out of the building throughout the day. The principal was often 
seen interacting with parents and teachers. There were two office secretaries; one spoke both 
English and Spanish and was very involved in the local community.  
Demographics. Kapok was a small school in the same school district as Spruce 
Elementary. It was also a neighborhood school with a student population of 389 students. There 
were two classes at each grade level from pre-K- 4
th
 grade and one 5
th
 grade class. The ethnicity 
of the student population was 1% Black, 8% Asian, 55% Hispanic, and 36% Caucasian. There 
were around 30 students categorized as English language learners. According to the state English 
Language proficiency exam (CELA) 12.% were beginner, 9.1% early intermediate, 27.3% 
intermediate, 21.8% proficient, and 12.7% advanced.  
Curriculum. For literacy, the school implemented the district Literacy Program (Reading 
& Writing Workshops), Benchmark Assessments, DRAII/SRI Assessments, Houghton-Mifflin 
Skills Program , Young Author's Conference, Mondo Oral Language Program (ECE - 2nd), RIF, 
Book Fairs, CORE Matters. They taught Everyday Math and they had new district curriculum for 
science and social studies. The school prided itself in implementing RTI and PBS program. They 
involved families through a family literacy night and community engagement nights.  
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ESL Program. The school had an ESL pull-out program (ESL Resource Spanish 
Qualified) with one ELL teacher who was a qualified Spanish speaker. The students received 
language development in English in addition to content support in English. The students received 
English content instruction in their regular classrooms and were pulled out for ELA services 
based on their language proficiency levels. Students in the younger grades (K-2) received 30-45 
minutes of English support daily while students in the older grades (3-5) received 45 minutes of 
English support daily. ESL instruction was in a small group setting (4-5 students) in a small 
classroom near the library.  
School’s approach to RTI 
Findings: The school adapted district guidelines to meet the needs of their CLD student 
population. The school followed the framework for considering CLD students when making 
decisions. The process was driven by both administration and general education teachers. The 
school professionals placed an emphasis on backwards planning and forming the curriculum 
into more measurable goals. There was a lack of intervention resources for ELLs.  
 
The development of RTI at Kapok. The school professionals at Kapok Elementary 
started implementing RTI two years prior to the study, so the study was conducted during the 
third full year of implementation. The team members interviewed could not give much detail as 
to how the process functioned before beginning RTI. Only a few members spoke about the pre-
referral process. The RTI coordinator and the school psychologist both mentioned that it was a 
pretty common process to ones they had seen in other schools. The RTI Coordinator described 
the process:  
If a teacher had concerns about a student, they would contact the special education 
teacher either in person or with a referral form. The special education teacher and the 
classroom teacher would develop some interventions or some type of plan and decide if 
the student needed a special education referral. The process wasn‟t really formalized and 
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the only school professionals involved were the classroom teacher and the special 
education teacher. Other professionals working with the student were usually only 
included in the discussion when it moved into a special education referral.  
 The process gradually began to develop to the team level where a group of professionals 
would more formally discuss the struggling student and what interventions were in place. They 
did not have many systems in place for developing and monitoring interventions until about three 
years prior when the principal decided to really push the RTI model. The ELL teacher stated, 
“The process has changed drastically. Before, the teacher used to get together with the sped 
teacher, have an informal discussion, and make decisions on what to do next. It is much more 
structured now and much more complex.”  
During the first year of the model, the principal and a few of the school professionals 
were going through the professional development training and trying to understand the different 
components. The principal had been working at the district level in special education and had 
been involved in many discussions around RTI. She described how they understood it in theory 
but spent the first year trying to see how it could be implemented in practice. The principal also 
discussed how in the third year they were still attempting to bridge theory and practice. The 
school psychologist stated, “The principal really understood the premise of RTI.” The second 
year they had an intern at the school that really helped get the pieces more into place. 
Implementing RTI was one of the main responsibilities for the intern, so they attribute the 
effectiveness of their processes and procedures to the work of the intern. The fourth grade 
teacher, Diana then took over the reins, volunteering as the RTI chair during the third year of 
implementation. Diana often worked one-on-one with the district coordinator to really develop 
the process even further. She took it upon herself to make the process function for their school 
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and to understand all of the components because she wanted to see it be a successful process. 
Diana talked about the development of RTI:  
I've voluntarily received training through the district on what the RTI model is and that's 
where I became most familiar with the RTI process. I've been working with the team on 
trying to define what it looks like and how we could use it here. Last year we were just 
trying to understand the different components and we felt that we had somewhat of an 
understanding to where we could have somebody such as an intern really work on 
implementing it here. So we worked a lot on designing roles and trying to gain a greater 
understanding outside of theory of what that process really entails. (DC) 
At the beginning of the year the principal explained how they had structured their process 
through levels of collaborative meetings that facilitated the process. The school had an assigned 
Student Intervention Team (SIT) with weekly meetings. The SIT team was to meet on Tuesday 
mornings before school. They had scheduled data teams with monthly meetings to be conducted 
on Thursday mornings before school. Last they scheduled weekly grade level team meetings to 
be conducted during the grade level planning time, afterschool, or as the team see fit.  
The SIT team had the same volunteer members through the year. Some of them had been 
on the team since the beginning, and some were new. The members included: a humanities 
facilitator, the coordinator, the school psychologist and his intern, the speech language 
pathologist, the ELL teacher, three classroom teachers, and the principal. The principal did not 
always sit on the team meetings, and the ELL teacher only came when they were discussing an 
ELL student. The special education did not participate on the SIT team. The special education 
teacher was only brought into the process after the team decided on further evaluation. The 
special education teacher often conducted IEP meetings in a separate area at the same time as the 
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SIT meeting. The principal would sometimes try to split her time between the two meetings. The 
principal described the process:  
There is initial paperwork the teacher fills out with their concerns. The RTI chair reviews 
the paperwork and talks to the teacher about what kind of data they have been collecting 
up to that point…what classroom interventions they are doing, what their body of 
evidence is. If the chair feels there has been enough data collected then there is another 
form they complete with their designated consultant. (ER) 
The designated consultant role had not really been well defined yet so the people acting as 
designated consultant had been the principal, the asst principal, and the speech language 
pathologist. They were developing a draft form describing the role of the Designated Consultant:  
Step 1: DC meets with teacher to complete initial SIT referral form (discuss strengths and 
needs, focus on 1 or 2 issues, review strategies and interventions attempted).  
Step 2: DC meets with teacher and parent to gather background information and review 
rationale for SIT referral 
Step 3: DC assists teacher in describing the student‟s presenting problem, Body of 
evidence, and hypothesis of the problem 
Step 4: DC collaborates with teacher and SIT to develop an intervention plan. 
Step 5: DC assists the teacher in monitoring the progress of the intervention plan and in 
collecting data for follow up SIT meeting in 8 weeks. 
Step 6: DC and teacher attend any follow-up meeting(s) as needed. 
 
The RTI Coordinator found herself acting as the DC most of the time because she was the 
most familiar with the process and forms, so teachers would naturally come to her first. She 
wasn‟t comfortable asking other school professionals to take on the role when it hadn‟t been 
defined yet. Diana explained that the reason they were struggling to define the role of the 
designated consultant was that they had limited resources in being a small school. They 
understood what the role should be in theory, but implementing it in practice was not always 
feasible. She said, “The resources that we have here in our building are basically classroom 
teachers and they are the ones that are already working with the students…A designated 
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consultant should be able to go in and do observations and help to make recommendations but 
it's a classroom teacher and how is that possible?”  
The principal explained how in theory the DC and the teacher were to fill out the 
documentation about interventions and educational history and then they were both responsible 
for progress monitoring. If the student continued to struggle and they were not making progress, 
then they began the SIT process and the parent was brought into the conversation and the 
meetings. They were to continue with the intervention plans they had set up until any decisions 
were made in the SIT meetings. Diana explained the process:  
One of the first conversations I have with the teacher is to begin to start collecting 
progress monitoring…I will get an updated piece of information on that either the DC or 
the teacher will let me know what is going on and then with that we can determine when 
to put them on my calendar for the formal SIT team meeting. Again it depends on how 
much data has been collected that we want a good amount of data collected as far as 
interventions and it's information to show whether or not there's being progress or 
whatever they think is not working at all so then will set up the formal SIT with the 
parents. 
The principal and RTI coordinator were working on a draft of a form that described the SIT 
(Student Intervention Team) process at the school, but they hadn‟t completed it. The form hadn‟t 
been distributed to the teachers or specialists. The form detailed the following steps:  
1. The first 10-15 minutes of each data team meeting will be set aside to discuss those 
students who are either a) not meeting SMART goals or b) are already on the “targeted” 
and “intervention” level of RTI. This discussion will also include the progress, or lack of 
progress, or students currently in the “targeted” or “tier 2” intervention level of support 
who are in an LLI or Voyager group. In other words, the Data team takes over the 




2. The data team will serve as the first level of problem solving for students. Students who 
are not meeting the SMART goal that was established for the whole class or “Universal 
Level” of support will be considered as candidates for “Targeted level A” of support. A 
specific plan (SMART goal) and progress monitoring schedule should be used for 
students at this level. Use of a CBM measure like DIBELS ORF more frequently for 
regular progress monitoring on this level could be most efficient.  
3. Data Team will review progress of students on Targeted Level A. Students not making 
adequate progress will move to “Targeted level B” and a new SMART goal should be 
created for that student. A specific plan (SMART goal) and progress monitoring schedule 
should be used for students on this level.  
4. Data Team will review the progress of students on Targeted level B. Students whose 
progress decreases or levels off after targeted level B which will have been the second 
full intervention cycle, will be assigned a designated consultant who will determine with 
the classroom teacher whether the student should be referred to the SIT at that time. The 
data team will also assist in making this decision.  
 
Backwards planning. The purpose of the levels of meetings was vague at first and 
changed course throughout the year. Originally the data team meetings were put into place for 
teachers to discuss specific data they had collected with their grade level and with other school 
specialists. They had developed forms and procedures to align the data team with the RTI model. 
Two years prior to the study they had begun a process of backward planning and data teams. 
During the data team meetings the grade level teams met within their grade levels to make the 
curriculum more measurable. So they started with reading, the second year they focused on 
writing, and the third year they were meant to focus on Math. To make the curriculum 
measurable, they worked with SMART goals (Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant, and 
Timely) and filled out forms designed by the district for each unit they were teaching. The 
planning for the data team process was as follows: 
1. Review big ideas and standards of instruction 
2. Review individual lessons in the unit  
3. Identify intended essential learnings 
4. Consider unit time frame/curriculum map 
5. Identify proficiency (according to rubric) 
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6. Identify unit assessments (to measure essential learnings)  
The team then used forms to monitor student progress through the following steps: 
1. Collect and chart data 
2. Analyze strengths and obstacles 
3. Establish SMART goals 
4. Select instructional strategies 
5. Determine results indicators 
6. Compile all student data according to proficient, partially proficient, students showing 
little growth after intervention 
 
According to the school‟s instructional coach, the goal was to have the planning finished at the 
beginning of the year (during the first six weeks) and then teachers could monitor student 
progress for the remainder of the year. The school had a teacher effectiveness, or instructional, 
coach help the teams develop this process two years prior to the study. The previous year, when 
the school was not assigned a coach, the teachers were left with little support, and the process 
stagnated. The principal and the teacher coach required teachers to hand in their data team forms 
to try and fill the void of the teacher coach. Teachers were more consistent in monitoring student 
progress in reading by utilizing the forms. The year of the study that requirement was removed 
because they were assigned a coach again. The teachers fell behind in collecting progress 
monitoring data and were struggling to monitor progress in addition to working on the backward 
planning forms for the writing units. The backwards planning was taking longer than predicted 
and most of the data team meetings during the year were designated to backwards planning with 
very little discussion on student progress. The humanities facilitator, the principal and the teacher 
coach communicated to the teachers the importance of discussing students during grade level 
meetings since the data meetings were being taken up with backwards planning. The teacher 
coach started visiting grade level meetings and realized they really did not know how to have the 
conversations or set purposes for their meetings. She stated that the teachers were either 
discussing only a few students or they were getting off topic and discussing issues such as 
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curriculum. The goal was to have teachers looking at their data for their entire class and setting 
SMART goals based on students‟ academic proficiency levels. In February it was decided that 
Miranda should help facilitate the process. She began contacting teachers to let them know she 
wanted to work with them during grade level meetings every week. She described how she 
viewed the process differently than the previous coach:  
She had them turn in a lot of data (without really analyzing it or talking about it) but the 
important part for me is that they have the data and they are talking about kids and 
sharing strategies with each other so I do not have them turn in a lot of student data to 
me. It‟s based on the five step process (outlined above) from the center for performance 
assessment. (MC) 
For a number of grade levels, they continually cancelled their meetings with the coach, 
and failed to follow any sort of process. Miranda expressed her frustration yet determination to 
figure out a system that would work for them. She designed a large laminated poster with the 
steps of the Data Team Meeting Cycle in large print. Teachers were given their own grade level 
colored card to lace in a pocket demonstrating what they had accomplished and where they stood 
in the steps of the process. She found this to be very effective and the teachers really started 
responding to the poster. However, she reported that the teachers were really just going through 
the motions and didn‟t really buy into the process yet:  
It is so hard because I feel like some of the conversations are still very surface level. I‟m 
not seeing resistance; it‟s more compliance, kind of like I will come to the meeting but I 
don‟t know if this will really help kids. And I am finding that teachers are still figuring 
out what they consider to be proficient like what you expect students to be able to know 
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and do before you move onto the next step…and so there‟s still this confusion on the 
backwards planning process and how it all unfolds.   
When talking about RTI on a systemic level, the school psychologist spoke about how 
they were placing their focus and emphasis on the regular classroom, improving instruction in 
the regular classroom, and then also focusing on how to seek out more resources for 
interventions for ELLs at Tier II. He said they have the problem solving team and the 
collaborative piece but they really only have a few interventions, especially for ELLs. He was 
quoted as saying: “We have been getting pretty creative at adapting interventions for ELLs but 
then that takes away the “research-based piece” so we are still trying to navigate that aspect.”  
Another interesting aspect of the RTI model at Kapok Elementary was the shift of focus 
to early childhood. The principal, the school psychologist and the teacher coach had decided to 
seek out more resources to develop the model in Prekindergarten and kindergarten to build the 
foundation for later years. They were involved in conversations with a local university 
researching Recognition and Response in order to establish professional development and 
training for the following school year.  
Addressing the quality of tier one for ELLs 
 
Findings. The school placed a high level of priority on addressing tier 1 instruction, especially 
for ELL students. This was being addressed school wide and in meetings for ELLs.  
 
Focus on quality tier one instruction for ELLs. The principal, the school psychologist 
and the teacher coach all spoke about the importance of early intervention for ELL students 
especially in the younger grades. They talked about their focus on tier one interventions and 
strategies as they were seeing that need to build a foundation for RTI. They advocated for having 
a teacher effectiveness coach for that reason- to help build their tier one instruction. In an 
interview with the school psychologist, he spoke at length about how one of the real strengths of 
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their program was their focus on tier one. The school leaders knew if they were getting a 
significant amount of referrals to the SIT team from one teacher, or one classroom, then they 
would consider that a tier one problem where that teacher needed more support. He thought that 
their focus on tier one was starting to pay off with fewer referrals to the SIT team and increased 
conversations around differentiating for all students including ELLs.  
The teacher effectiveness coach spoke about wanting to have teachers observe each other 
and even video tape each other and then base conversations around those experiences and 
specific strategies to meet the needs of their students who are not proficient in certain areas. 
Logistically, she hadn‟t been able to implement a peer observation system but she was working 
with the administrators to put that in place the following year. Much of the focus of strategy 
instruction was around scaffolding for ELLs in the classroom.  
An example of this was represented in an observation of the teacher effectiveness coach 
working with grade level teams to develop early intervention strategies for their ELL students in 
the regular classroom. The team was focusing their meeting on developing SMART goals for the 
next few weeks of instruction. They were discussing what had been working for the past few 
weeks. This meeting was centered on what specific strategies they were using to meet the needs 
of the struggling learners (mostly of ELLs) and how they could develop oral language: They 
begin the meeting with a discussion around what strategies they were using to make the learning 
more motivating and personalized for their ELL students. A Classroom teacher told the story of 
how she was reinforcing letter sounds with her students:  
Because I pull my ones that don‟t get it yet just to see if they are getting the concept 
down and so if I‟m assessing them I will be like “Okay so I am going to ask you what the 
beginning sound is but sometimes they don‟t get that language like they are not there 
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with the academic language so I‟ll say for example, Brian you start with a “buh” and then 
go from there..” 
Miranda then asked if she could read them an excerpt from an article about the importance of 
motivation in early learning through personalization. (She wanted them to read the article at the 
meeting but they don‟t have enough time.) The other teachers gave their examples. One talked 
about a bean bag tossing game, where everything the bean bag touches they have to say the first 
sound of the object. Another teacher talked about using picture books with real photos that 
seemed to be more engaging for ELL students. Miranda then said:  
All of these relate to the underlying message of this article, and so I heard the strategies 
you talked about as personalization of letter sounds letter sticks, books with real pictures 
and that would mean they are motivated because the books are engaging. So before next 
time we meet what strategies are you going to be focusing on? 
One teacher talked about wanting to continue working on the same strategies but in small groups. 
Another teacher said she wanted to talk to parents about how to help at home and make the home 
school connection with everything they were doing in class, so for example the parents could ask 
the child to say the sounds and name different objects. Miranda then asked them, “So do you 
guys feel pretty solid with what you will be doing for the next couple of weeks to get everybody 
where they need for your SMART goals?” They all agreed. Miranda sent them with the article 
and asked them to read it for the following week so they could connect the strategies to the 
concepts in the article. She reminded them to move their card on the chart.  
In a number of interviews, classroom teachers spoke about how they were focusing on 
improving their classroom instruction for their ELLs and how they were still processing what a 
tier one intervention meant. For example, a classroom teacher spoke about the many things she 
 143 
 
did on a regular basis in her classroom to scaffold instruction for ELLs. She was very aware of 
the need to focus on academic vocabulary and to provide her students with oral language 
development. She had peer tutors and bilingual para-educators to explain concepts in the 
students‟ native language when possible.  
The RTI coordinator had a keen awareness of the importance of tier one differentiation 
for ELLs and it was evident during SIT team meetings. One of the questions she consistently 
asked teachers was what were they doing in the classroom for the student to modify instruction. 
The teachers did not keep documentation of their modifications but those were documented 
during SIT meetings. A few teachers mentioned keeping documentation before SIT if they had 
time to meet with the RTI coordinator before the meeting.  
Intervention Decision-Making for ELLs 
 
Findings. The RTI professionals utilized a variety of evidence: data from curriculum based 
measures, district assessments, teacher observations, and language proficiency assessments to 
inform decisions for ELLs.  
 
Evidence from multiple sources. The professionals at Kapok Elementary utilized levels 
of collaborative meetings, district forms, school developed forms, curriculum mapping forms, 
evidence from intervention programs, classroom performance data, language proficiency data, 
and district and state assessments to inform decisions for their ELLs. The processes and 
conversations that occurred during grade level meetings differed among the grade levels and 
therefore the body of evidence differed as well.  
 The curriculum planning forms used for backward planning were intended to be used 
when meeting about students, but I only observed them being utilized in two grade levels. It 
seemed they were still in the development phase. They may have been referenced indirectly 
when a teacher was talking about student classroom performance; however the forms were never 
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explicitly mentioned. Teachers spent their grade level meetings mostly talking about curriculum 
and strategies. The instructional coach explained that the goal was to have the teachers document 
their student progress on the backwards planning sheets, and then look at the student who were 
not proficient and discuss strategies to help students grow in the classroom and in intervention 
blocks. They were to be discussing specific targeted goals. However, since the system for 
backwards planning was still developing, the conversations focused around broader rather than 
specific strategies. For example during a kindergarten grade level meeting they spent the entire 
meeting discussing which books were the most effective for their ELLs. One teacher said, “I‟m 
finding the books I‟m using effective…books that have realistic photographs. I have life size 
books and often they have vocabulary words clearly written and associated with the 
photographs.” They barely touched on which students were meeting goals or which ones needed 
different instruction. So the backwards planning forms as a tool had the potential to help teachers 
reach their goals in monitoring progress and instructional decision making but they weren‟t quite 
there yet. Miranda, the instructional coach also discussed how the progress monitoring or 
backwards planning forms were used to guide decisions on how to get students to meet their 
goals, but these discussions didn‟t go deep enough. Additionally the teachers often didn‟t see the 
ultimate goal of meeting all students‟ needs:  
I see RTI as the larger goal and this is one way to meet everybody‟s needs and I have 
been really pushing this in the meetings. I will say, “Okay guys we have students that are 
here that are far to go but some of these kids could be included in the SMART goal.” 
Because sometimes teachers like to say “okay so we are going to include the kids who are 
close to proficient in our SMARt goal but these guys probably won‟t make it so we won‟t 
include them, so I have really been pushing asking them, “So why won‟t they make it? 
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What could we do with these kids that are far to go? What additional support could you 
give them to be proficient?” So then we have the conversation maybe we need to increase 
the time and intensity. Maybe you are pulling these kids two times a week and they need 
more. 
 
At grade level meetings, they spoke about struggling students, or students they had concerns 
with, but not to any level of depth. Teachers mostly sought out the RTI coordinator or the ELL 
teacher when they had more serious concerns about a student.  
Since the RTI coordinator, ideally a designated consultant helped the teacher collect the 
data over a series of E-mails and informal meetings, this part of the process was never observed, 
only mentioned. It was not clear when a student was actually brought to the SIT team other than 
when the RTI coordinator and the teacher decided they had enough of a body of evidence to 
bring them to the team for more individualized intervention plan or for an evaluation for special 
education.  
Data-based decision making. During SIT team meetings the teams used school forms 
that were adapted from the district and compiled into a packet. One team member volunteered to 
fill out the forms which included: student‟s strengths, concerns, educational history, cultural and 
linguistic background, and interventions tried. There weren‟t any interventions suggested in the 
packet. The RTI coordinator usually led the discussion and prompted information from the 
classroom teacher and any other specialist working with the student. They mentioned data from 
AIMSWEB, state and district test results data, language proficiency data, DRA, DIBELS, 
classroom work samples, and data from classroom and district intervention programs (Voyager, 
LLI, and Wilson, PALs in the younger grades, guided reading in the older grades). Here is an 
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example of the team members discussing data for an ELL student during a SIT meeting with the 
parent: 
Mary wonders if the STAR assessment they just learned about could give them some 
good data  
DC explains the benchmarks to the parent. She explains how benchmarks are district 
version of state tests. They had a 2nd benchmark in November her strongest area was 
writing but even with that she scored below ? % of her previous benchmark so teacher is 
worried that even if she is making some progress the gap is increasing so she's starting to 
fall further behind. 
Mary clarifies/summarizes that they will do the targeted assessments and then design 
more interventions based on those and then second step would be to test for more of a 
learning disability  
 
Findings. ELL students received extra ESL support as tier II interventions as well as 
individualized classroom instruction and in class para-educator support. ELL students did not 
have as much access to district developed intervention programs as their native English 
speaking peers. Interventions were determined by ELL teacher and classroom teacher.  
 
Access to interventions for ELLs. The intervention programs provided at the school 
were similar to other schools in the district, but the interventions provided to ELLs were mainly 
additional ESL support or individualized classroom support. A classroom teacher talked about 
the interventions available at the school: 
So at the primary grade level we have Wilson, LLI and we also use our special ed teacher 
whenever we feel like we can put a child into her group…and then for the intermediate 
grades we have two teachers-the facilitator and the special ed teacher who are pulling out 
for guided reading on a daily basis. Then we have Voyager ticket to read- we don't have 
the whole program a component of it just the computer program, it‟s a comprehension 
type of program, like once a week up to five times a week. 
In speaking with many of the team members, it became clear that ESL class and extra ESL class 
time were both considered supplemental support. There seemed to be confusion around 
intervention support for ELLs. The ELL teacher was seeing more intermediate and advanced 
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language proficiency ELL students in her groups rather than placing them in district intervention 
groups. ELLs were not placed into the other intervention groups unless there was room for them, 
or the classroom teacher decided they needed both ESL support and another intervention and 
they could make the schedule work. Therefore, interventions were usually a combination of ESL 
support and more individualized classroom support in the form of computer programs, para-
educator support, or teacher one-on-one support. Once ELL students exited the ESL program or 
stopped receiving pullout services, they were them placed in intervention groups that consisted 
of district intervention programs such as Voyager and LLI or teacher-led guided reading groups. 
The ELL teacher had a lot of say in which students received which interventions. She explained 
that she really worked closely with the classroom teacher. If she saw something that she thought 
of other than language she would work with that teacher to figure out the next steps. Students 
who were receiving ELA services or were already in special education did not receive any of the 
intervention services offered by the school unless the teacher strongly recommended it. She said 
they were not eligible for interventions, although after talking with classroom teachers I 
discovered, they were eligible, they were just placed in ESL support before considering district 
interventions unless the teacher decided otherwise. The classroom teacher would work with the 
ELL teacher to make that decision.  
Limited quality interventions for ELLs. There was a great deal of conversation around 
the right type of interventions for students. Some of the professionals did not think the district 
intervention programs were quite right for ELLs. The school psychologist talked about the 
struggles in finding the right interventions for ELLs and all students. He spoke about how limited 
the resources were in locating interventions designed for specific to ELLs so they were having to 
fit them into ones they had available to them. He was aware that they might not always be the 
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best fit but it was the best they could do. He said, “Sometimes the best interventions just aren't 
available.” 
Progress monitoring for ELLs 
 
Findings: School professionals used state and district assessments, peer comparisons, classroom 
and ELL teacher observations, and to some extent curriculum planning (backwards planning) 
data to monitor ELL progress.  
 
The teachers and team members used a variety of methods to monitor progress for ELLs, 
however it still remained unclear how they determined rate of progress, and how they made 
decisions. As mentioned above one of the main the goals of the school leaders was to have 
teachers using data team forms and procedures to monitor progress in reading and writing for 
ELLs. This was implemented rather inconsistently however, and it was uncertain how many of 
the teachers were actually utilizing this form to monitor progress. Teachers referred to the form 
during some of their grade level meetings, but they were often incomplete or not up to date.  
The teachers also used informal observational data to monitor student progress. For 
example during a SIT meeting, the teacher would report on classroom performance, “Everything 
that is presented to her she basically has to memorize. She cannot access her background 
knowledge. It's hard for her on a daily basis to access information taught the previous day.” 
Another teacher talked about the progress of a struggling 4
th
 grade ELL student, “I am not seeing 
any academic growth and I'm not sure why. I'm doing the scaffolding in the classroom and I'm 
having her in a guided reading intervention group. I'm just not seeing the growth…I'm meeting 
with her group more often. I am doing a lot of vocabulary lessons during our small group 
instruction.”  
The RTI coordinator talked about being very accurate with their documentation 
especially for ELL students whose language proficiency can change rapidly. She gave an 
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example of a first grade student who was red flagged the prior year. The speech therapist was 
assigned as the designated consultant and together with the teacher they gathered new data on the 
student starting at the beginning of the year. They progress monitored her literacy skills for the 
beginning 6 weeks, they implemented more intense interventions in phonemic awareness over 
the course of the next few months, then when they still had concerns about her progress they 
brought her to the SIT team where they met twice about her. Then they decided to move forward 
with the bilingual assessment team. 
Peer comparison. The ELL teacher checked in with classroom teachers on a weekly 
basis to discuss progress with the ELL students. The teachers and team members relied heavily 
on the opinion of the ELL teacher to say whether the student was making progress in language 
proficiency. The ELL teacher mentioned comparing her ELLs to students she had worked with in 
the past. She stated: 
After several years of teaching you can really compare them to other students you have 
worked with and what their progress should be-like when they should be getting it. You 
can look at how long they have been in an English school, what their home language is 
and how often they speak their language at home, how they are progressing, given all of 
these factors.  
Data-based progress monitoring. The team was observed discussing district 
assessments such as DRA, DIBELS, and AIMsweb when discussing student progress. How they 
were determining the rate of progress with these tools was rather unclear in the observations and 
interviews. The school psychologist and the principal were very aware of the issues of progress 
monitoring for ELLs but that they were not sure the issues were clear to the teachers. It was an 
ongoing conversation. He said that he and the principal spoke about how important it was to not 
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compare ELLs to English speakers when considering how they were progressing with those 
interventions and how to communicate that to teachers. He said he had been seeking out help 
from researchers in the field for a few years now. He thought teachers needed to be made more 
aware of how progress monitoring scales would differ because otherwise they lump them into the 
district benchmarks and that's when they get misdiagnosed.  
Considering the cultural and linguistic backgrounds of ELLs 
 
Findings. School RTI professionals considered students’ educational background, language 
development, and home support when making decisions for ELLs.  
 
The SIT team was observed considering the cultural and linguistic background in the 
following ways: discussing with the parent during meetings and after meetings, filling out a 
district designed form regarding CLD students, asking the ELL teacher during meetings to share 
language proficiency data, and asking the ELL teacher to share information about how the 
student compares to peers with similar language proficiency levels.  
 Parent input. In all observations of SIT meetings, the team members worked with 
parents to discuss the ELL student‟s linguistic background at home and at school. For example, 
during one particular SIT meeting the ELL teacher and classroom teacher discussed an ELL 
student‟s progress with the parent to determine factors affecting her learning. The ELL teacher 
reported that the student wasn‟t progressing as much as she‟d like to see with her oral language 
skills but that it might have been a social factor of being placed with a group of all boys. She was 
herself struggling to figure out if the student was struggling due to language, academic, or social 
factors influencing her learning. The two teachers discussed how they needed to foster her 
language development by placing her in a different group and perhaps finding a peer tutor. They 
asked the mom to share her opinion. The mom expressed her concern that the child was insecure 




In another meeting the humanities teacher asked for more information from the parent of 
an ELL student. She clarified when the student began speaking English, how long she had been 
in school and what type of language support she received in school. She also asked the mom 
what languages where spoken in the home and with whom. The mom expressed concerns that the 
language might have been confusing her since she was trying to teach her to read in both 
languages. The ELL teacher reassured the mom that her English and Spanish vocabulary and 
grammar were very good.  
The school psychologist discussed how the district developed a checklist (called a 
Culturally and Linguistically Diverse (CLD) checklist) for PST/SIT teams to use. The team 
would go through a list of guiding questions and considerations as they were discussing CLD 
students. He thought they had been doing well with that, and that the checklist had been helpful 
to ensure they were having those conversations.  
Regarding discussions of student language proficiency, this was addressed at a surface 
level. The team members discussed the language proficiency scores of the state assessment but 
did not interpret how that may influence learning or what areas the student was excelling at or 
struggling with. The ELL teacher did compare the students‟ language proficiency levels to peers 
of similar backgrounds, but the discussion was usually very brief. There were only a few 
examples of discussions around the student‟s language proficiency in their native language. 
ELL parent role in RTI process 
 
The school had strong school-family ties and parents were included in many steps of the process.  
 
Kapok‟s school community had strong ties with their parent community. Many parents 
were observed walking their children to and from school and interacting with teachers 
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throughout the school day. A number of parents volunteered in both the primary and 
intermediate classrooms. The school initiated parent curriculum nights twice each year to show 
parents what their students were learning. Teacher spoke positively about the school/parent 
relationship. The school professionals also greatly valued the parents being involved in making 
educational decisions for their children. Some teachers commented that they contacted parents 
whenever a student changed instructional grouping, but others said they only contacted parents 
when they had concerns about their child‟s progress.  
The RTI Coordinator communicated that parents were brought into the problem solving 
process after the designated consultant and teacher had the opportunity to discuss any concerns 
with a student. They were then expected to contact the parent as soon as any intervention plans 
were decided upon. That information was shared with the parent and parents were encouraged to 
give suggestions or express concerns at that meeting. Then the parents were kept informed 
through a teacher phone call or a phone call from the ELL teacher. If the student was not making 
sufficient progress, the parent was brought in for a formalized SIT meeting. She acknowledged 
that some teachers were better at keeping in touch with parents, and that the ELL teacher played 
a big role in keeping parents regularly informed as she could speak Spanish.   
On a broader level, the ELL teacher felt an important piece to the parent school 
relationship personally ensured that the parents understood the placement options in the district 
and what the school had available. She also thought it was important that parents understood the 
testing, both the language and academic testing, and how that influenced placement in different 
instructional groupings.  
On a number of occasions I observed parents interacting with teachers after the school 
day and after SIT meetings to inquire how they could support their child at home. For example, 
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on one occasion I observed a teacher clarifying how to teach a few math strategies. When the 
parent expressed concern at confusing her child by speaking in Spanish, the teacher encouraged 
the parent to help the student in whatever way she could and not to worry about confusing her. 
She told her it was more important that the parent provide that support and even in Spanish if she 
wanted to.  
Changing roles of professionals in RTI 
 
Finding: The professionals placed emphasis on defining their roles; they shared many roles 
including leadership and decision-making. Although many professionals did not have much 
experience or knowledge about working with ELLs, there was a willingness to learn and make 
changes. Teachers did not fully buy-in to the RTI process and this was evident in their 
conversations and procedures. 
 
Classroom Teacher. Classroom teachers saw their roles as mainly providing quality 
instruction, deciding on student interventions and collecting data to monitor student progress. A 
few teachers I spoke with in the early grades took particular interest in developing more 
strategies to work with ELLs, and they made that their goal for the year. There were three 
classroom teachers who played an integral role in the RTI SIT team process in addition to the 
RTI Coordinator who was also a classroom teacher. These teachers were regular members of the 
SIT team as volunteers. Two of the teachers had been on the team since its development four 
years prior. One of the teachers joined the team the year of the study.  
During SIT meetings the teachers volunteered to fill out any form and take notes on the 
meeting. Whoever served this role also tended to ask more clarifying questions as a result of 
needing information for the forms. The kindergarten teacher was attuned to the parents in the 
meetings and was often the one to offer support to the parent or to ask for information from the 
parent. For example, in one meeting the kindergarten offered advice on how to have a difficult 
conversation with her child about the testing process. Additionally she provided the team with 
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background information on many of the students. The RTI coordinator spoke about the 
classroom teachers being an asset to the decision making during SIT meetings, because they 
could provide the educational history of the students as well as perspectives from working with 
students at various grade levels.  
The school psychologist talked about the teachers, “The teachers on the team are really 
exceptional. They have volunteered to be on the team and they do have some real skills to offer.” 
He spoke about the benefits of having a distribution across the age range. “They really contribute 
(something he hadn't thought about when developing the process and procedures) because they 
bring the history- they have seen some of these students across the grades.”  
When a teacher was speaking about a student that he or she brought to the team, they 
reported on the child‟s progress using data from district assessments as well as observational 
data. They asked other professionals working with the student for their input. Teachers saw their 
roles in changing in how they were to record student progress and how to take on that 
responsibility. A few teachers talked about seeing the need and benefit for monitoring 
interventions in the way they had established, but they couldn‟t find enough time in the day for 
every student. So they monitored progress for their students who were below proficiency only.  
ELL teacher. The year of this study was Pamela‟s first year at the school as the ESL 
resource teacher. She worked in various other schools in the district for 7 years prior as a 
classroom teacher and as an ELL teacher. She had only attended only a few SIT meetings for 
ELL students this year when I spoke with her. Most of her interactions with teachers were in less 
formal settings. She acted as designated consultant whenever a teacher saw an ELL student 
struggling. She said she worked closely with the classroom teachers and since she worked with 
students in small groups she saw things the classroom teacher couldn't; she could compare the 
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student with other ELLs in that grade level. During the SIT meetings she clarified with the parent 
the student‟s educational history as in language of instruction and what language was spoken at 
home. She reported on students‟ progress during ESL and what she saw academically as well as 
socially. Pamela was not very familiar with the RTI process, and mainly saw her roles as 
attending meetings when an ELL was brought to the SIT team. She did not see her role changing 
much over the past few years in her relationship to teachers and students. However she did 
mention having to more closely and more frequently monitor student progress and having to 
report on that progress more often. 
Humanities Facilitator. The humanities facilitator played many roles in the process. She 
was responsible for leading teachers through professional development around data teams and 
she was also a teacher coach and intervention specialist. She worked with the district data team 
person to develop the backwards planning process and communicate to the teachers what their 
responsibilities were. She collected all of the teachers‟ data on students and kept pocket charts of 
student data in her office. She helped teachers place their student data on index cards and 
visualize their progress on the charts. Teachers could come into her office and do this at any 
time. During SIT meetings she offered a lot of suggestions around what interventions were 
available and how to adapt interventions to students‟ needs.  
During SIT meetings she often asked what interventions were in place and she asked for 
that data to be reported. She then would offer intervention suggestions and support. For example, 
when a classroom teacher reported that a student was not able to learn independently and apply 
strategies, Mary suggested setting up some explicit organizational strategy instruction for 
thinking through steps of things. She offered to help the teacher come up with the intervention or 
place the student in her intervention group.  
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During meetings Mary also clarified and summarized what was discussed in the meetings 
and what the next steps would be. For example when talking about one student she clarified that 
they would complete targeted assessments and then design more interventions based on those. 
She explained to the parent that the second step would be to test for more of a learning disability.  
She also addressed the student‟s linguistic background by asking the parent whether she read 
with her in Spanish. She helped parents find resources outside of the school. For example she 
helped one mom find access to an internet so the student could practice reading on a reading 
intervention program (STAR) at home. In another example she found extra books for the student 
to read at home.  
 Principal. The principal believed very strongly in the RTI model. Her background was 
in special education and she worked at the district office helping to develop the model at the 
district level, so she understood the model inside and out. She had folders and binders filled with 
information on RTI, and she communicated that for the past three or four years they have really 
been trying to understand the research to practice gap. The school psychologist spoke of the 
principal being the driving force in implementing the process at Kapok. He said, “She has such 
knowledge of RTI with her SPED background so a lot of how it has developed has been through 
her- She really understood the premise of RTI.”  
The principal delegated roles in the process and intentionally separated special education 
form general education in their roles. The special education team was only responsible for 
students who were already in special education and she only attended those meetings. The 
principal did not always participate in the SIT or grade level meetings if there was an IEP 
meeting at the same time. She balanced her time between those and IEP meetings which are 
often held at the same time in the morning before school. She delegated the RTI leadership role 
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to Diana and communicated to her that she was there to support her, but that a lot of decisions on 
procedures would be up to Diana‟s judgment.  
RTI Coordinator/Facilitator. The RTI Coordinator, Diana, was also the 4
th
 grade 
teacher. She volunteered for the role after the principal approached her to do so. She had a depth 
of knowledge of the process and believed it was beneficial to all students. She read a lot of 
practical books around how to implement the process, and talked about how every year they 
learned something new as a team. She was adamant about developing a process and system that 
everyone felt comfortable with and understood what their roles were in the process. Diana 
discussed her role in her own words:  
I went ahead and took on the role as a facilitator so as facilitator I'm organizing the 
meetings and keeping track of all the paperwork-that it is submitted. I'm following 
through with making sure that if teachers have any concern that I am there to answer 
those questions. If it's time to set up this SIT meeting then I make sure that all parties are 
aware of who's coming up, and what parents need to be called. I sent out all those 
reminders and what teachers need to be meet in on the meetings. Then once we are at the 
SIT meeting I facilitate that meeting. We discuss the strengths of the child and we talk 
about the concerns and we bring the data to the team. 
During SIT team meetings, as the facilitator she introduced the members of the team to parents, 
she asked somebody to take notes, she asked each member to contribute information if they were 
working with the student. She would ask team members directly if they had anything to add, if 
they hadn‟t spoken much during the meeting. She helped explain assessment data to the team and 
the parents. She asked the parents for background information and she continually asked them if 
they had any questions. She usually helped decide the next steps and clarify that information 
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with everyone and the parent.  
Speech Language Pathologist. The SLP played a fairly significant role in PST meetings, 
as she demonstrated an awareness of language acquisition, and she was much attuned to the 
parent and sought out information from the parent. For example, the SLP asked the parent if her 
child read every night and what support she was giving her at home, She also asked the parent 
about the child‟s language development in her first language. The SLP had a depth of knowledge 
around language development and language acquisition, and she asked a lot of prompting 
questions for the team to consider. For example when a teacher was sharing her concerns about a 
struggling ELL student the SLP asked the teacher to clarify how her vocabulary development 
was, whether she could retain words, and if the student was not remembering the information or 
just not able to access it/connect it to perform academic tasks. She had a keen awareness of what 
types of language assessments were available and often discussed with the psychologist the 
possibility of targeted assessments.  
School Psychologist. The school psychologist had been at the school for two years. He 
had originally worked with the principal at the district office and was a pioneer in developing 
RTI at the district level. He organized Professional developments and had regular contact with 
researchers in the field. Even not being at the district level anymore he still remained involved in 
the conversation about research and RTI. The RTI Coordinator discussed his role:  
Our school psychologist is Dr.Lyons and he has played a very big role so Dr.Lyons is an 
exceptional fabulous resource to have we're so fortunate to have him in our building so he 
plays a big role in our discussions as far as the types of interventions that we can be 
looking at he seems to play more of the most knowledgeable role of looking at students 
with academic means. 
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He saw one of his major roles as supporting teachers through problem solving. Role: he was only 
at that school 2 times each week so a lot of his time in the school was spent on behavior and 
mental health issues. As a SIT member he mainly helped identify interventions at the tier II and 
III levels, to problem solve behavior affecting academics. In his own words he helped with the 
collaborative consultation piece. He helped to ensure teachers were considering tier I 
interventions before coming to the team for more intensive interventions. He didn‟t see his role 
changing much throughout the process but he had set goals for himself for future change. He had 
set a goal for himself to help develop the role of the designated consultant in order to bring more 
skills to that role so they can problem solve- so they had the knowledge and skills to problem 
solve. 
Professional roles influencing decisions for ELLs 
 
Findings: There was shared leadership and decision making, and a very collaborative approach. 
They did rely heavily on the ELL teacher to make decisions on ELLs progress. The principal 
played an integral role in how the RTI process was implemented. 
 
The school professionals who were making the larger decisions about process and roles 
were the principal, the school psychologist, the RTI Coordinator. The principal saw her role as 
one of facilitating the process and offering suggestions, acting as a sounding board for teachers 
and specialists to make decisions, but she played a rather hands off role. She tried to 
communicate her knowledge of RTI and her vision for the process while delegating roles and 
responsibilities. She purposefully did this so the teachers and staff would take ownership of the 
process. The teachers were making more of the curricular decisions and when to bring students 
to the SIT meetings. They teachers who sat on the SIT team offered a great deal of insight, and 
although they did not make final decisions, their opinions were strongly considered. During 
meetings, the RTI Coordinator, the humanities facilitator and the school psychologist made most 
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of the decisions about interventions and move to testing. The humanities facilitator, who was 
considered an administrator made decisions if students needed more data or different 
interventions. The school psychologist made decisions regarding types of assessments and 
whether there had been enough intervention or quality intervention. The RTI Coordinator made 
decisions around what the process would entail and who would carry out the responsibilities.  
When parents were in attendance, the team members asked for their input and checked for 
understanding, but parents played a passive role in the meetings.  
Benefits for ELLs with the implementation of RTI 
 
Findings. The benefits for ELLs included: more individualized interventions and more 
scaffolding instruction in the classroom/tier 1.  
 
The school professionals at Kapok saw there being benefits for ELLs throughout the 
transition to more of an RTI model. They noted more of a focus on individualizing interventions 
for ELLs; more of an awareness of the need to scaffold in the regular classroom, and teachers 
considering interventions rather than immediately considering special education. The RTI 
coordinator explained her thinking:  
They (ELLs) are not being brought to the table with the assumption that they are special 
ed because they are not getting it. They are brought to the table because teachers have 
legitimate academic concerns. Through our conversations we help determine whether or 
not they are true academic concerns or if it's language. As a team when we are looking at 
interventions, we are looking at interventions where the teacher needs to be thinking 
more of how she's going to be scaffolding the lessons in the classroom and versus 
immediately saying we are needing to look at an intervention program for this child. So 
definitely it benefits them as looking at the individual student‟s needs.  
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 A number of the team members talked about how teachers weren‟t immediately referring 
ELLs testing for special education. Teachers were considering more of what they could do to 
change their instruction and what interventions they could provide before going down the special 
education route. The ELL teacher among others spoke about how ELLs were getting more 
interventions, although they did not have access to district intervention programs they were 
getting more specialized, individualized interventions from the ELL teacher, classroom teachers, 
and paraeducators. She mentioned that any ELL student who needed extra help was no more able 
to get services they needed. She said, “There are more ways to do that now with intervention 
groups throughout the day. The structure of instruction is allowing teachers to have the ability to 
work with more smaller groups.” It was becoming more expected to have more intervention 
groups, and they were taking that into consideration when planning the master schedule.  
The humanities teacher talked about how teachers were beginning to reframe the way 
they were looking at providing interventions. They weren‟t relying so much on the ELL teacher 
to do it all but were coming up with ways to scaffold instruction and provide interventions in the 
regular classroom. Perhaps my favorite quote with regards to RTI for ELLs came from the 
school psychologist:  
RTI it is really designed to help all kids under the school's roof, so ELLs fit under that. If 
you are doing RTI adequately, it identifies where you need to allocate your resources. 
The data should tell you that information. Some schools need to be designating their 
resources at the tier one level. Stan Deno wrote a brief a while back reminding people 
that RTI really is a general ed initiative to help a school to design itself to be more 




Kapok Elementary had placed a great priority in seeing RTI implemented, and although 
the process was still evolving, there were many positive aspects to decision-making taking place 
for ELLs. When looking at the rules component of this RTI system, the district provided Kapok 
with a comprehensive plan for RTI and the school administrators had a deep understanding of 
the framework and theory of RTI. They were still struggling to communicate the theory and see 
it implemented in practice among the rest of the staff, but the building blocks were in place to do 
so. The school leadership, including the principal, school psychologist, RTI coordinator, and 
teacher effectiveness coach placed an emphasis on developing quality classroom instruction that 
was differentiated for ELLs. They focused on making the curriculum measurable, so teachers 
and specialists could more effectively measure the progress of all of their students.  
When looking at the mediating artifacts for decision making the professionals utilized a 
number of tools to inform their decisions. They considered the quality of tier one instruction 
when making decisions for ELLs by documenting tier one interventions in meetings. They used 
evidence from multiple sources to inform their decisions for intervention placement and progress 
monitoring for ELLs. Their ELL students received intervention support in the form of extra ESL 
class, individualized instruction, and district interventions to some extent. The school 
professionals had concerns with the lack of quality interventions for ELLs. They strongly 
considered the cultural and linguistic factors influencing students‟ learning.  
In considering the community and division of labor components, the school leadership 
had delegated the roles and responsibilities of the school professionals such that decision-making 
was somewhat collaborative. Although, they were still defining their roles among the 
professionals, they utilized the expertise of their staff to inform decisions. Classroom teachers 
did rely heavily on the ELL teacher to make decisions. The special education teacher had very 
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little role in the process, but the school psychologist provided a great deal of expertise for 
teachers. The principal was integral in facilitating the process and placing emphasis on 
considerations for ELLs. Parent input in the process was highly valued, and parents were 
therefore included in many steps of the process. The school struggled with the usual logistics of 
lack of resources, time, and conflicting school district agendas. However it was clear they had 
developed a streamlined process that had many benefits for ELLs including more individualized 
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Findings: Winterberry Elementary 
 
Background  
Setting. The school was in a historic building in an affluent suburban neighborhood. 
There were parents, volunteers, and college tutors in and out of the school at most times of the 
day. There was one secretary who spoke conversational Spanish but the office was often run by 
parent volunteers. The school had a playground with a grass plot and newer plastic play 
structures. One wing of the school had recently been renovated into newer small classrooms for 
intervention teachers as well as a new cafeteria and gym. There was student work covering every 
hallway as well as historic photos of the larger community. There were four different displays 
filled with literature on community information, school events, and parent activity packets. The 
teachers had a brand new conference room, a separate teacher lounge and workroom. Being a 
neighborhood school, parents walked or carpooled to pick up or drop off their students, so there 
were often parents in and out of the building. The front door remained unlocked for most of the 
day.  
School Demographics. Winterberry was a neighborhood elementary school in a district 
serving 27,000 students in 30 elementary schools, 8 middle schools, 8 high schools, and 8 K-8 
schools. Winterberry had a student population of 369 students. The ethnic diversity consisted of 
63% Caucasian, 25% Hispanic, 4% Asian, 3% African American, and 5% multi-ethnicity. There 
were 35% of the students who qualified for Free or Reduced Lunch. About 87 of the students 
(24%) were English Language Learners with the majority of those students speaking Spanish. 
The school received Title 1 funding for its at-risk and low income students.  
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Curriculum/Academics. Winterberry was an International Baccalaureate (IB) school 
and the only of its kind in the district. The components of the IB program include: an 
international perspective; inquiry based learning; a focus on a world language (which at this 
school is Spanish); a focus on creativity, action, and service; a transdisciplinary curriculum with 
overarching themes that resonate throughout the curriculum; a focus on student outcomes (such 
that they be inquirers, knowledgeable, thinkers, risk takers); an emphasis on fostering student 
attitudes such as integrity, independence, enthusiasm, respect; and quality assessment through 
inquiry projects and portfolios. A significant amount of professional development time was 
focused around the IB program. Teachers coordinated with grade level teams and across grade 
levels to plan inquiry based units that articulate with each other. There was a lot of conversation 
around how to meet the requirements of the IB program. The teachers had flexibility and 
autonomy in planning as long as they were meeting the goals of the curriculum.  
ESL Program. The ESL Program consisted of three ESL Teachers all of whom spoke 
conversational Spanish. The district policy designated that the ESL program was considered an 
alternative language arts class during grade level literacy time. Grades 1-5 received 45 minutes 
of ESL instruction per day and Kindergarten received 30 minutes daily. The ESL program 
focused on literacy acquisition and language development in listening, speaking, reading, and 
writing. The teachers used guided reading strategies as well as vocabulary and grammar 
development. They also focused on content instruction so students would have access to the 
classroom curriculum. The students were grouped by language level with individualized 
programs when appropriate. Once students reached fully English proficient status their progress 




Family Resource School (FRS) Program. The school had a family resource program 
funded through Title one that had three primary components: an FRS family therapist, an FRS 
coordinator, and afterschool enrichment programs. The FRS therapist worked with both students 
and families during the school day and outside of school providing behavior, emotional, and 
parenting support. Students were referred to the program by school professionals or parents 
could request services. The students/families received eight sessions of free therapy at the school 
site. The FRS coordinator worked with families to ensure basic needs were met. They helped 
families to navigate the education system and to access medical and community services. The 
afterschool program offered many different classes for students from yoga, dance, jumprope, and 
tutoring and homework clubs.  
Rules: School’s approach to RTI. 
 
Findings: The school professionals had a lot of district resources and clearly defined 
frameworks for working with CLD students. However, the process was driven by the special 
education department. Teachers had negative feelings toward RTI. They had strong ties to their 
previous pre-referral intervention process. They struggled to integrate RTI with the demands of 
an IB program.  
 
District RTI Process. The district RTI plan for Winterberry elementary was distributed 
in a large binder for principals and professionals involved in professional development. The 
binder consisted of six sections/components pertaining to leadership and getting started with 
RTI, curriculum and instruction, school culture and climate, problem-solving process and teams, 
assessment, and family and community engagement. According to the professionals at 
Winterberry, the professional development for RTI was led by district administrators and school 
psychologists. They trained mostly principals and members of the special education team 
including speech language professionals, social workers, and literacy specialists, to implement 
RTI at their school sites. General education teachers then received training from these school 
 168 
 
professionals during days set aside for professional development. The special education teacher, 
the social worker, and the speech language pathologist all mentioned feeling resistance from 
teachers on implementing the model. The speech language pathologist described her concerns 
with the special education teachers receiving the training from the district. She commented, “It 
seems that if general education would get direct training then they could come back and 
implement it...and teach special education so to me it's still flip-flopped.” The special education 
teacher had similar concerns:  
We went to all the trainings and special ed kept saying- special ed was giving us the 
training and saying this is really a regular ed thing… and so they really kind of dumped it 
on us this year. I think it was demanded that you had to do it and really the regular ed 
teachers got nothing hardly, even though we invited a couple of regular ed teachers to our 
meeting last year. I mean they just sort of came back and said „oh my god there's a lot 
we've got a lot to do‟ and „I don't really get it.‟ So they were a little more overwhelmed 
by it, so I don't think it was ever very much training. 
The district compiled forms developed by different school teams around the district that 
were meant to be modified to fit the needs of individual schools. They designated certain forms 
as required documents such as: a PST flow chart, parent information letter, interview 
questionnaire for the parent, and the PST parent consent form. Optional forms included: a PST 
referral form, PST follow-up checklists, action plans, intervention documentation forms, and an 
RTI Observation request. Principals and school teams decided which of these forms to train their 
staff to use. The Problem Solving Team process was described as a flowchart:  
1. What to Do when a child is not responding to instruction. A. Educator/parent has an 
academic or behavioral concern. A parent is informed. The collection of a body of 
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evidence begins. The body of evidence includes: interventions, progress monitoring, 
and data analysis. The teacher then collaborates with grade level team and relevant 
staff to identify interventions and/or accommodations . The teacher is to document 
tier I interventions and progress monitoring. If problems persist, the PST referral is 
completed and turned into the PST coordinator. The parents are invited to attend a 
meeting. A PST team member is assigned to the student and ensures the necessary 
data has been collected before the meeting. 
2. At the PST meeting the Tier II intervention plan is developed and distributed to 
necessary staff. The plan is implemented for 3-6 weeks with progress monitoring. At 
the PST review meeting the body of evidence is analyzed and interventions are 
continued or modified as necessary. The team develops a new intervention plan(3-6 
weeks) and progress is monitored. If the problem persists, the student moves to tier III 
where an intensive support plan is developed by the PST. The review of the 
interventions is individually determined and then the PST may agree to refer for a 
special education evaluation.  
The district plan placed a large emphasis on parent involvement. The parent questionnaire was in 
Spanish and English and asked questions relating to parent‟s concerns about student‟s 
performance in school, the child‟s educational background, if the child experienced any sort of 
trauma or any medical issues, if there was any history of learning disabilities in the family. It 
addressed the linguistic background by asking the following questions: 
1. Has the student ever spoken a language other than English in the home? 
2. If the parents speak another language other than English, but the child is speaking 
English at home, with whom does he/she speak English and how old are those 
individuals? 
3. What was the student‟s native language development (rapid, typical, a little slow)? 
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4. In the home do family members read to each other in the native language? Have 
extended conversations in the native language that includes the children? 
5. In a social interaction with friends, peers and parents, what are the language choices 
of the student?  
 
The form titled RTI Action Plan/Spreadsheet gave instructions as to how the data should be 
collected and monitored during grade level “Kid Talk” PST meetings. It said, “Each grade level 
team should rotate among the teachers to use a computer during the “Kid Talk” PST meetings, 
and enter information straight into the table.” The district provided a list of interventions with 
matching codes to be entered into the computer. The interventions listed for ELLs included: 
Tier 1: 
I37. Background knowledge is built 
I38. Culturally responsive instruction is fundamental at this tier and not an add-on. 
I39. Explicit and linguistically appropriate instruction is also fundamental. 
I40. Comprehensible Input. 
I41. Interactions 
I42. Adaptation of content 
The tier II interventions were not listed specifically for ELLs. They were broken into Teacher-
centered interventions (visual organizers, peer tutoring, books on tape) and tool centered 
interventions: (use manipulatives, color codes materials, highlighters). The district listed tier II 
literacy interventions as:  
1. double dose 
2. guided reading instruction 
3. guided reading plus instruction with interventionists 
4. CLIP strategy instruction 
5. SOAR instruction.  
 
These forms that focused on specific interventions appeared to be works in progress as there 
were blank tables with unfinished text. 
Pre-referral Process. According to the school professionals, the year of the study was 
the first year that the RTI model was being fully implemented at the school. The school had gone 
through many different adaptations of the problem solving process. There were many negative 
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comments throughout the study made mostly by classroom teachers. As one teacher stated, “This 
is one of many in a long line of processes.” Teachers who had been at the school for many years 
spoke about the change in acronyms from the SAT (Student Advocacy Team) to the SSP 
(Student Support Team) to the CRT (Child Resource Team) to the PST (Problem Solving Team). 
During the study the team was referred to as the PST (Problem Solving Team) and they referred 
to PST meetings. The special education teacher had been at the school for 17 years and spoke 
about the process, “There was a representative from each grade level, specialists, SLP, school 
counselor, special education teacher, and sometimes the parent. The team would talk about a 
particular student about two or three times.” The same teacher mentioned that for the last two or 
three years they really started focusing on a TIES model and developing SMART goals. The 
school had developed a collaborative team approach, and they looked at what interventions were 
put into place prior to ever going to special education. She also spoke about how it was really 
different at Winterberry than other schools where teachers come to the team with preconceived 
notions that they want the student to be tested for special education. The speech language 
pathologist was also a veteran teacher who had witnessed many iterations of the process:  
Last year we had weekly PSTs on Wednesdays. We had two different meetings: one was 
for K-2 and one was for 3-5. The SAT team wasn‟t as formal as the progress monitoring 
for RTI, and a lot of times they would go to testing. When the process changed from SAT 
to CRT the teachers were told they had to bring the students to CRT twice before you 
could recommend special education testing, and it had to be one meeting on developing 
interventions for a certain amount of time and then one meeting to evaluate the results of 
the interventions. If nothing happened after 6 weeks then that may be an appropriate 
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referral to special education. It went from SAT to CRT to PST. And with PST it‟s more 
legwork before teacher get to PST because of the Kid talks.  
A classroom teacher described how in previous years teachers would bring students to a team of 
professionals who may or may not have worked with the student, whereas this year the teachers 
met with professionals working with the student and documenting progress before going to the 
next level of the PST. They inserted an intermediary step with the kidtalk meetings. The literacy 
teacher spoke about how the documentation had changed. Before, if teachers were concerned 
with a student, they filled out a thick packet with checklists of kinds of interventions and 
strategies that had been tried prior to bringing the student to the team. This year they were being 
asked to document all students, not just struggling ones, and there was more emphasis placed on 
that documentation.  
RTI process. The school began adapting their PST/RTI process at the beginning of the 
school year being studied as mandated by the school district. They replaced two PST meetings 
with a more informal grade level meeting called the “kidtalk” and then a more formal team 
meeting called the PST meeting. The principal communicated to the teachers that they were to 
hold the kidtalk meetings during their grade level meetings, and she left the details to each team 
as to how they would collect data and monitor progress. It was unclear to the teachers how many 
students to discuss at each meeting and how often to meet, so each grade level was doing it 
differently. There was resentment among some of the teachers for how much work they were 
putting into the kidtalk meetings. Some grade levels were meeting weekly and some were 
meeting monthly or bimonthly. When talking to a few teachers in the faculty lounge, they 
expressed their concern for which grade levels were actually meeting regularly and documenting 
data as they were asked to do. One classroom teacher stated, “We are supposed to meet once a 
 173 
 
month and that‟s a goal. If it doesn‟t happen, nobody is checking up on you. We have to meet for 
RTI and for literacy and we have been very inefficient with our meetings, trying to figure out the 
(online) form, so with the grade level of 70 students it is a very slow process.”   
The ELL teacher described the meetings: “at the kidtalks they bring everyone together, 
teachers and specialists and talk about what they are seeing –what‟s going on in class and what‟s 
going on in small group-Kids are brought up at kidtalks by literacy teacher or classroom teacher. 
The literacy teacher might say, for example, „I have noticed they are plateauing or they have 
dropped a level‟.” The special education teacher stated that teachers organized the kidtalks and 
specialists were invited to these meetings if they worked with a student. When conducting 
observations and in speaking with many of the teachers, specialists were only involved at one 
grade level‟s kidtalk meetings, that being the first grade team.   
The special education teacher described what occurred during kidtalk meetings, “Most of 
them are writing out their RTI forms at that point at least an initial at the beginning to talk about 
concerns, looking at any kind of patterns, trying to get some interventions in place. Those are 
happening at least once twice hopefully three times within grade level teams.” If a student‟s case 
was severe enough they would sidestep those rules and go straight to the PST meeting.  
The literacy specialist who had a leadership role at the school spoke about how they 
wanted to give teachers greater autonomy in the way they were collaborating so she helped 
frame how they did this by spontaneous kidtalks and more formalized kidtalks. The school 
leaders acknowledged that a lot of collaboration was happening during informal conversations, 
but that there was also a need to make space for more formalized collaboration that could be 
documented. She talked about how the kidtalks looked different among the grade levels, but 
mostly focused on student concerns and strengths. If the teachers were not seeing the evidence 
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they wanted to see, they would take a step toward a PST. It depended on a case by case basis 
how many rounds of interventions they considered before moving toward the PST meeting.  
For the PST meetings each special education teacher was responsible for leading and 
facilitating the meetings according to which grade levels they taught. One special education 
teacher led kindergarten, second, and fourth grade meetings, while the other led first, third, and 
fifth grade meetings. The parents were invited to the PST meetings and the members who 
attended were the principal, the special education teacher, the classroom teacher, and any 
interventionists working with the student including speech language pathologist, social worker, 
ELL teacher and literacy support specialists. One of the special education teachers described the 
PST meeting: 
 If they (teacher) have a student not responding to interventions then they come to the 
PST where we try to look closely at what interventions have they tried, what‟s the 
integrity behind them, how long have they tried them, is there something new they could 
tweak. Then we go from there. We might have another round of an intervention. We 
might go to testing depending on how much data they have and how thorough that is.  
Another teacher described the PST meeting as having two possible outcomes, either the team 
decides to go forward with special education evaluation or the team will decide to implement or 
adapt the interventions and continue monitoring progress for a set amount of time. If the team 
decides they haven‟t tried all interventions yet, they write a new goal, decide who will administer 
the intervention, decide how long the intervention will take, and come back to the PST after a 
certain amount of time to see if there‟s any change. 
A number of school professionals painted broader strokes of how the process had 
changed over the past few years. The speech language pathologist saw the more recent changes 
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as the district and school principal‟s attempt to shift more responsibility onto the classroom 
teachers. She said, “RTI was first placed on the special ed department when it first came down 
the pike but at this school they are really trying to get it more into general education. Teachers 
are handling balance within the resources at their grade level or resources in the school.” The 
literacy teacher talked about how the new system had brought a greater awareness on teachers‟ 
parts as to how to more accurately measure student progress. She saw there being a greater 
accountability for teachers because they had formalized the process. She commented, “The 
process has a sharper focus. The online form has very clear questions and answers and the goals 
are written in SMART goal format (Specific measurable, achievable, etc), and then they will 
have next steps…” The change in process was being met with some resistance. A classroom 
teacher stated, “It‟s just really hard to find the time to figure out another process with new forms 
and new rules. Unless I spend my weekends doing this, I just don‟t have time.” 
Addressing the quality of tier one  
 
Tier 1 quality was addressed by asking teachers to specify instructional modifications for ELLs 
during meetings and in documentation. School leaders had an unwritten understanding of which 
teachers were more successful at differentiating instruction for ELLs.  
 
Documentation of classroom interventions. During meetings, professionals paid 
attention to classroom instruction by asking teachers to specify instructional modifications for 
ELLs. Additionally, during and prior to kidtalk meetings teachers were required to document tier 
one interventions on the district RTI tab. Some of the teachers were keeping a record of tier one 
interventions on a district form or a homemade form that they could reference during meetings. 
Here is an example of the special education teacher helping a teacher document her tier one 
interventions onto the RTI tab after she had written them in detail in a regular notebook:  
Sara asked the teacher, “Okay so what have you tried in the classroom?”  
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The teacher responded, “I moved her right up next to me, I paired her with Adriana, I do 
all my usual tricks…”  
Sara laughs, “Okay like what?”  
Teacher: “Well I pull her out for extra reading with me. We go over the vocabulary with 
pictures….” 
Sara: How often do you do that? 
Teacher: Pretty much every day well probably 4 days a week 
 
The literacy teacher talked about how the RTI team or PST team was aware of which teachers 
were better at meeting the instructional needs of ELLs in the classroom, and they always took 
that into consideration. She explained that the school leadership knew which teachers are good at 
differentiating for ELLs and try to strategically place ELLs with those teachers. The other 
teachers they tried to support with their professional development learning goals. The specialists 
had this awareness and considered these issues when an ELL student was brought to the team. 
They would brainstorm with the teacher ways to support the student in the classroom before 
more formalized interventions. They utilized a list of strategies and classroom interventions that 
were circulated among the staff. The teacher also stated that most of the teachers were certified 
to work with ELLs and really only a few newer teachers needed more support from specialists. 
The SLP talked about how they valued the opinion of the ELL teacher when considering the 
quality of instruction and interventions for ELLs.  
We have a top notch ESL program here. I know that from talking to my other colleagues 
in the district. We know if a student is struggling and Teresa (the ESL teacher) brings that 
student to our attention, that she has considered the student‟s teacher and what kind of 
instruction they have been receiving. I actually think she is such a strong teacher and she 
supports the classroom teachers so much, when she is concerned, then we are concerned. 
Some of the grade level teachers were more diligent about documenting classroom interventions 
than others. Some were able to report how they differentiated for ELLs but it wasn‟t recorded 
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until the kidtalk or PST meeting. Some kept accurate and detailed notes on a weekly or biweekly 
basis. The primary teachers were more thorough in documenting than the intermediate grade 
teachers.  
Intervention Decision-Making for ELLs  
 
Findings. The school professionals use a variety of evidence from multiple sources to inform 
educational decisions for ELLs: intervention data, classroom performance data, observational 
data, and language proficiency data.  
 
Evidence from multiple sources. The school professionals at Winterberry relied on 
levels of collaborative meetings and conversations and various forms of data to make decisions. 
During kidtalk meetings the professionals used an online RTI form designed by the district, they 
provided observational classroom performance data, intervention data, DRA, DIBELs, and 
language proficiency data. During initial problem solving team meetings the team members used 
a graphic organizer to organize the information discussed, they also used classroom teacher 
observations, intervention teacher or specialist observations, intervention data, student contract 
data, language proficiency data, DRA and DIBELs data.  
 Specific to kidtalk meetings there were many issues regarding the district form. There 
was a great deal of confusion and frustration on how to fill out the form, whose responsibility it 
was to fill out the form, and how the form articulated or related to other online forms. There was 
a significant amount of time taken up at these meetings surrounding issues with the form. 
Practical concerns included that it was difficult to navigate, some of the information was already 
input on the student‟s form, and they were receiving conflicting messages from the district as to 
what point in the process they were expected to begin logging information on the form. The form 
included space for reporting students‟ strengths and weaknesses in anecdotal form, the students‟ 
literacy test scores, and a specific list of interventions. The special education teachers were 
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trained in using the form, so for some grades they filled in the forms for them voluntarily during 
their meetings. Other grades were lax in filling out the form or one of the teachers would 
volunteer to do so during meetings.   
During PST meetings the special education teacher was also observed a number of times 
using a graphic organizer that they filled in as they discussed the student. The graph had columns 
for strengths, concerns, and strategies and would later be recorded in the online form. Some 
classroom teachers had their own system for recording student data and brought test results from 
the DRA as well as fluency results to both Kidtalks and PST meetings. Some teachers used 
student contracts focusing on not only social behavior but academic behaviors. They also used 
the ILP Individualized Learning Plan, a district literacy form, to inform decisions during Kidalks 
and PSTs. The PST meetings relied heavily on conversation and teacher anecdotes in addition to 
classroom and intervention data. Teachers reported on specific skills and academic behaviors and 
how those were translating to the DRA score and classroom performance.  
 
Findings. Interventions were determined utilizing the data that monitored progress in classroom 
performance, district assessments and intervention group progress. Interventions were 
determined mainly by the ELL teacher and the classroom teacher. ELLs received extra ESL 
small group instruction, individualized interventions, or small group instruction with literacy 
specialists.  
 
    ESL support. Students who qualified for ESL support received instruction in a pullout setting 
for 30-45 minutes daily. This instruction was scheduled during the literacy time, so they had 
their literacy instruction in a small group setting. Some students also received extra ESL 
instruction during the intervention block if they were still struggling academically or if the 
teacher and ELL teacher decide the student could benefit from additional language support. The 
ESL teacher and the classroom teacher together made the decision if certain students would 
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benefit more from ESL support or from a literacy intervention group. This extra ESL block was 
considered a tier II intervention.  
Intervention groups were determined mainly by the DRA assessment, which was the 
district‟s universal screening tool. Since the DRA assessment divides reading comprehension and 
fluency into sub-skills, the classroom teachers and intervention teachers designed interventions 
around those skills such as getting the main idea, connecting to the text, and making inferences. 
The classroom teachers and intervention teachers used their own materials and chose their own 
books to design interventions around the focus for instruction. Some interventionists used 
intervention programs such as guided reading, LLI-Leveled Literacy Instruction, Coordinated 
Literacy Intervention Program (CLIP), but those were implemented with the students who were 
struggling the most. I only observed a few ELL students participating in the tier II intervention 
groups in the grades 3-5. Most of them were placed in the ESL support classes. In the lower 
grades, K-2 ELL students had more access to the intervention programs other than ESL support.   
Individualized interventions. Additionally, some of the school professionals 
individualized their interventions for ELLs. Both of the ELL teachers developed interventions 
for their ELL students based on their language proficiency and their classroom performance and 
agreed upon when and how those interventions would be implemented and monitored. The ELL 
teacher developed individualized interventions for certain struggling students sometimes in 
conjunction with the classroom teacher. The ELL teacher spoke about such an intervention: 
I've been working with this student in my ESL group and I have also had her on an Ipod 
I've been doing little podcasts and she's been taking home an Ipod every week listening to 
the same little lesson for four days in a row. I've been focused on her learning the 
alphabet on the alphabet chart and when they know the letter they get to color. I also talk 
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about upper case and lower case and some of that academic language. 
A classroom teacher talked about the ELL teacher‟s role in providing and determining and 
interventions: 
I think we have really strong ESL teachers here that are pulling intervention groups this 
year on a regular basis and that- don't change until the teacher sees it. So I have had a 
student who started that intervention group in the afternoon with the ESL teacher who 
was already exited from ESL but we brought that student back because we were worried 
about their performance and then that student was making progress so we said I don't 
think you need that anymore and so that is nice for the ESL kids. I think our ESL teachers 
do more of making sure that they are getting what they need. 
 
One of the first grade teachers spoke about how there are more small group interventions 
available as a result of RTI and they have a lot of in school specialists/interventionists, but that 
all year she had to advocate to get her ELL students into some of the intervention groups they 
could benefit from. She talked about how even though there were more intervention groups this 
year, there were only a certain amount of spaces available to get kids „double dipped‟, so the 
ELL students weren‟t getting „double-dipped‟ until she made a fuss.  
The SLP spoke about how teachers were taking it upon themselves to find interventions 
for students in the past few years as a result of RTI but also feeling the pressure of that 
responsibility. She explained that was why they relied so much on the ELL teacher to make more 
of the intervention decisions for their ELL students at most of the grade levels except for first 
grade. She spoke about how teachers were getting really creative in finding ways to provide 
interventions such as college student volunteers, student teachers, parent volunteers, or finding 
10-15 minutes out of their day to work one-on-one with students. She mentioned the teachers had 
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been feeling stressed and frustrated with having to provide interventions and keep up with 
district standards as well as IB program goals. 
Progress monitoring for ELLs 
  
Findings: Intervention progress was monitored frequently in intervention groups and classroom 
performance measurements. ELL teachers maintained binders/portfolios of ELL students’ 
progress, and they were the ones who mainly made decisions on rate of progress. The rate of 
progress for ELLs was rather unclear.  
 
Data-based progress monitoring. A number of teachers and specialists discussed how 
they monitored progress for ELLs. They looked to see that the student was making progress in 
their intervention group, in ESL class, as well as in the classroom. They wanted to see the skills 
learned from the intervention and ESL class transferring or generalizing to the regular classroom, 
on classroom measures and on the DRA assessment. The students needed to be on target or 
approaching the target for making grade level DRA goals for the end of the year. They 
considered bringing the student to the PST team if they had tried a number of interventions and 
the student was not progressing. It was difficult to say universally or quantify how many rounds 
of interventions or the duration of the interventions as it was considered individualized for each 
student.  
School professionals communicated that the ELL teachers were the ones who were doing 
the progress monitoring for the ELL students except for the first grade. The ELL teachers were 
more likely to bring the student to a PST than the classroom teacher or give the go ahead to the 
classroom teacher to bring the student to the team for more intensive interventions. The ELL 
teachers kept their own progress monitoring binders in each of their ESL rooms. With the first 
grade team, the classroom teachers wanted to have more of a hands-on approach to monitoring 
progress and they did so more frequently than the other grades. These teachers met weekly and 
kept their own data binders that differed from ones used by the other teachers. They reported 
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their reasoning for this being that first grade is such an important year for growth and flagging 
potentially struggling students.   
The special education teacher spoke about how teachers and specialists were really 
considering the interventions when progress monitoring. She said, “I think that all the teachers 
are willing to try all the interventions before they start down the special ed path for their ELLs so 
as long as they are seeing progress in one intervention or in any amount of intervention as long 
as they are seeing progress.” She talked about how the interventions were guiding their next 
steps and their focus on specific goals. She added that they were more cautious to make 
judgments on ELLs and really relied heavily on intervention progress in addition to how long 
they had been in an American school.  
Here is an example of the first grade team discussing a struggling first grade student and 
her response to a number of interventions that they had put in place. The team relied on data to 
lead the discussion and also talked about specific details of the student‟s struggles:  
Carla:    it's not affecting her socially but we were wondering if it was affecting her 
reading because she has gone from a 2 to a 4 and she is one of the little girls 
that is working with Lauren in a much smaller ESL group so  
Sara:     Okay so first of all let's do a summary of data. So in the fall DRA 2 
Carla:    and then in winter a 4  
Jane:     That's January… that's two levels because there is a 3.  
Sara:     So she's on an ILP?  
Carla:    She is on an ILP and has been on it since kindergarten  
Sara:     ILP since kinder… so then you had an intervention?  
Carla:    So one intervention that's happening now is she's getting a double dip with 
Linnel, which started in January. And also starting in Feb she started in a 
much smaller ESL literacy group, and Lauren is also doing and extra little 15 
minute double dip with those girls daily so she comes in and- 
Jane:     Triple dip 
Sara:     Is that individual? 
Carla:    Yes one on one  
Sara:     So you are concerned about the reading and the writing 
Carla:    Yeh and at this point because she is still sounding it all out- the mispronunciation 
of things to not then be able to hear…So I think that's about all I just wanted 
to document that the SLP had met with her and that she is getting quite a few 
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double dips now and interventions and so we'll have to see how this-  
Sara:     So we are going to continue the interventions?  
Carla:    Right but that speech is not an issue. 
Sara:     Nice work. 
 
Considering the cultural and linguistic background of ELLs in decision-making 
 
Findings: School professionals considered home environment (poverty, home support, language 
spoken at home), educational history (length of time in country, gaps in education), and 
language development (development in both languages, specific linguistic patterns) to inform 
decisions for ELLs.  
 
The team members and school professionals were very aware of students‟ cultural and 
linguistic backgrounds during meetings and interviews. They considered how long the student 
had been in the country and language of instruction. They considered whether the student was 
literate in their native language or whether they had any struggles with schooling prior to coming 
to an American school. They had internalized the questions/guidelines that were provided by the 
district when working with CLD students and families, and they did not refer to the district form. 
It was unclear how they were documenting that information, or whether they already had 
documented it and were clarifying the information during PST meetings. Specific to language 
proficiency, the teachers often relied on the judgment of the ESL teacher as to whether the 
student was making sufficient progress in language development. These conversations occurred 
both informally and during team meetings with the parent present. The team members made 
frequent comparisons to their native language speaking peers with similar backgrounds. Many of 
the team members and school professionals talked about needing to have an awareness of a 
student‟s home life when making academic decisions. A few of the team members mentioned 
having awareness of issues of poverty and how that influenced learning and how that may be 
mistaken for other things. The ESL teacher spoke about having to consider a student‟s 
background when another teacher expressed concerns for the student‟s progress:  
 184 
 
The student has been doing that for almost two months now and the concern has been that 
well she hasn't learned them yet she's learned some of the letters and sounds, but she can't 
independently….so there was a concern about she's coming along really slowly and the 
classroom teacher was throwing up her hands a little bit going this is terrifying me. I was 
thinking well she's been here for six months but it's been six months with summer in the 
middle. She's working on names and sounds that are abstract so hard to retain so I 
expected her to be moving a little more quickly but I do see progress you know. I 
reassured that it's only been six months so let's hang in there. I'm focusing more then on 
what she doesn't know and the classroom teacher has taken a little sigh of relief and 
"okay I'll be patient". 
In an interview with the speech pathologist, she talked about a struggling fourth grade 
student and the factors they considered before and during meetings with the child‟s parents. The 
teacher was concerned that the student wasn‟t progressing much with her English proficiency. 
The ELL teacher had similar concerns and was also worried that the student was not showing the 
same progress as other ELL students with similar backgrounds and language exposure. While 
meeting with the parents they learned that the student had language problems since Kindergarten 
in Mexico, that she had a history of problems, that she learned to talk late, and that she had a 
history of ear infections. They compiled this information and decided to continue interventions 
while at the same time bringing in the bilingual assessment team to see if they could support her 
language development.  
Considering specific language development. In a number of observations of PST 
meetings, the ELL teacher, the SLP, the social worker, and the special education teacher worked 
collaboratively to address issues of specific language development while eliciting information 
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from the parents. For example, during one meeting the ESL teacher gave specific examples of 
language struggles she was concerned with that were representative of students she had worked 
with whom had language processing deficits. The ESL teacher gave her report of the concerns 
she was having from working with the student in ESL class, and the social worker 
simultaneously explained the academic jargon to the parent. After the ESL teacher spoke, the 
speech pathologist and the special education teacher both asked for more information about the 
student‟s linguistic background. This was representative of most of the PST meetings observed:  
Teresa:   and here's another example there was „Cuddles‟ that was the name of an    
         animal and he would say „clambles‟ „clumbles‟- he just he had pieces of it but        
not in the right order 
Sara:     to mom- Does this happen in Spanish for hard words 
Mom:    yes 
Sara:     okay that's good to know 
Rita:     because he practices talking a lot. He likes to talk (everyone laughs)  
Barb:    Was he slow learning Spanish as a toddler? 
Mom:    Yes 
Rita:     well he sure jumped into English I mean I remember him as a kindergartener   
         he just wanted to talk all the time 
Sara:    He learned English really quickly 
Nadine:  I see his language as a way to connect with people. I mean he likes connections  
         I think of him hugging. He likes to give hugs, and I can imagine him learning  
         English because he wants to connect 
 
Here is another example of the speech language pathologist and the special education teacher 
questioning the parent of a third grade student about his language development in his native 
language. They were considering whether to have the student assessed in his native language 
also to obtain more specific language information: 
Barb:     and does he speak English and Spanish about the same level- good English Good 
Spanish one good one not so good one strong one not strong 
Mom:    with me and his dad he speaks only Spanish with his cousins he only speaks 
         English  
Barb:     and do you ever think that he has difficulty speaking Spanish to you? (to  
         mom) does he forget words or is it just easy for him  
Mom:    Yes sometimes he does not remember some words 
Barb:     I think it would be important if part of this complete evaluation if we also tested 
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his um speaking and listening skills in English and Spanish because even 
though he has this diagnosis of attention deficit we need to get a clear picture 
as to is the language something that he just doesn't attend to  
         (side conversation) 
Sara:     So that conversation was just asking does he have (?) working with two  
         languages and he doesn't know either one of them really well  
 
In all of the PST meetings I observed there was a parent present as well as an interpreter 
for the parent. The team members were very respectful and explained ideas directly to the parent, 
as if they were comfortable in this type of interaction. However there were quite a few instances 
where the teachers would have side conversations while the interpreter was relaying information 
to the parent, and the interpreter would ask them to repeat what they were talking about. In 
another meeting, the team made the effort to interpret in Spanish, by asking the ESL teacher to 
do so. However, she did not have all of the language to interpret precisely. It was a pretty 
substantial difference in quality to the professional interpreter who was present for other 
meetings. Some of the meaning was changed during the interaction, and not all of the ideas could 
be communicated. The parent understood some English and was able to get the gist of what was 
being said, but she did not appear comfortable enough to ask clarifying questions. She only 
spoke when asked a direct question as was the case for all observations involving parents at this 
school.  
Deficit view of language 
 
There was a clear deficit view of language among the school professionals, which was 
surprising considering the amount of awareness around language and culture. There were a few 
professionals, mainly the ELL teacher and the social worker, who spoke more positively and had 
more knowledge around how language influences learning and the complexities around learning 
in two languages. However, there was an overwhelming perspective of language that became 
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apparent in interviews and observations. For example, during a PST meeting discussing a 
struggling ELL student, one 3
rd
 grade teacher said:  
But then I know that there's the language piece as well I just would be interested to see 
what he can remember if he's read a passage and what he can repeat back in English and 
Spanish. However I do think the language development is a barrier.  
During another meeting, after the first grade teacher had spoken at length about advocating for 
her ELL students, she had this to say when reporting on a first grade student she wanted to bring 
to the PST:  
Chris:    She frequently asks for help. I think it‟s the language issue. 
Teacher:  Oh, is she 2nd language? 
Chris:    Yes she is ESL, and doesn't try anything on her own. She relies on her language 
as a crutch I think. She refuses to speak English. I know she can, but she just 
won‟t.  
 
Although the literacy teacher had a great awareness and knowledge about language and literacy, 
she repeatedly spoke about language being an “issue”:  
just as first language L1 kids they have special needs that look different but sometimes 
they have cognitive needs to and so they may have a language issue that they may have 
cognitive need so you may have special ed ESL kid so those are we take care with those 
kids because we want to make sure it's not a language issue and we look for very specific 
evidence that supports that it would be a cognitive issue and not a language acquisition 
issue 
ELL parent role in RTI process 
 
Findings. The school had a strong family school relationship influenced by a family resource 
program. The program facilitated parent involvement at many steps of the RTI process. 
  
One of the great strengths of this school community was their attention to families and 
family involvement in the school. A large part of this was due to the family resource program in 
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addition to school professionals making it a priority to include families in the larger conversation 
about their children‟s education. Formal parent teacher conferences were held twice per year 
across the district and at Winterberry most teachers found they were having more than two 
conferences each year. They said parents felt very comfortable having more informal meetings 
with teachers because there was always an interpreter accessible to them through the family 
resource program and they had a number of Spanish speaking staff members. Teachers would 
interact frequently with parents before and after school because most parents brought their 
children to school by car or on foot. Additionally, the family resource program held a number of 
parent nights throughout the year where parents would come into the school to participate in 
activities with their children and talk to teachers. The FRS therapist was a huge resource because 
she was connected to the school and knew the home situation so well, so she facilitated the 
relationship between the parents and the school professionals.  
Whenever a student was receiving an intervention or being “double dipped” as they say, 
the teacher would call a parent to explain any concerns. The parent would also get a phone call if 
the student was being discussed in any Kidtalk or PST meeting. Parents were not invited to 
Kidtalk meetings but they were invited to attend PST meetings. Even if the parent was not at a 
meeting, most teachers made sure to call and email the information from the meeting or they 
would ask the FRS therapist to do so.  
During PST meetings parents were very passive, but they were asked a lot of questions 
about what they were seeing at home, what the child talked about as his or her experiences in 
school, about their language and behavior development at home. Parents asked about what they 
could do at home, and how they could help with homework and with intervention especially if 
they were behavioral. In two of the cases the parent and teacher were going to coordinate with an 
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incentive intervention for the child. In the PST they also talked about resources outside of 
school, summer school, and long term goals for the student.  
The teachers expected home support from parents with various systems to exchange 
classroom materials between home and school. Parents were given a plethora of resources to 
guide them in helping out their child with schoolwork at home. There were numerous 
information packets, activity packets, and teacher made materials available to parents. They also 
expected parents to support instructional decisions, for example, when the child was changing 
intervention groups. Most teachers mentioned how the level of participation of the parents 
affected their child‟s academic performance.  
Changing roles of professionals 
 
Findings. The professionals had very distinct roles and areas of expertise. There was a great 
deal of expertise in working with ELLs and knowledge around language development and 
learning.  
The professionals at Winterberry prided themselves in being a collaborative staff. Most 
of the members interviewed mentioned that they valued each others‟ expertise, and each 
contributed to the efficacy of the process. Most of them had knowledge and expertise in working 
with ELLs over many years. They all saw their roles changing in various ways. The classroom 
teachers were more responsible for differentiating and seeking out intervention resources at the 
classroom level. They were also being asked to document and progress monitor more. The 
specialists saw their roles shifting to rely more on data based decision-making.  
ELL Teacher. Teresa had been at Winterberry Elementary for 13 years. She considered 
herself a student advocate. She was the one who considered the student‟s language background 
and history. She explained her role as “keeping the ESL lens on things.” If an ELL student was 
struggling in the classroom, the teachers looked to her to see if she also had concerns, or if they 
needed to give the student more time to develop language proficiency. Teresa also considered 
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herself a parent advocate. She ensured that parents were involved in the discussions by making 
sure they were being contacted and invited to meetings. During the meetings she explained 
academic jargon and had an awareness for what parents might need clarified. She also elicited 
information from the parent on what they were seeing at home and what their concerns might be 
with their child.  
    When asked about how her roles had changed over the past year, she talked about how there 
was room for her voice to be heard more so since RTI. It used to be the case where students who 
were ELLs were not considered for any support outside of ESL class and that they were not 
allowed to be brought to PST meetings until they reached a certain language proficiency or had 
been at the school for a number of years. She stated, “I feel like in this process my concerns are 
listened to more, I mean because we can proceed. There‟s not this automatic wall.” She spoke 
about how prior to RTI it took so long for students to get tested she needed to get training in 
interventions in order to meet their needs. Teresa explained:  
As a result I went out and got some training for teaching students who have reading 
disabilities you know the multisensory approach. Because I have to help these kids and so 
I didn't have the tools so I realized I better get on the ball and get this training because 
these kids are just not getting exactly what they need and I got CLIP training too so I felt 
like I filled up my toolbox and now I have some strategies now for working with these 
kids.  
Speech Language Pathologist. Barb had been an SLP at Winterberry for the past twelve 
years. She split her time between two elementary schools and was only at Winterberry for two 
days each week. Barb had been a key player in the development and implementation of the RTI 
process at the school. Other teachers and specialists at the school spoke of her as having the 
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knowledge and expertise that they looked to for all students including ELLs. She received the 
district training for RTI, along with the special education teacher. She also brought in knowledge 
from other schools in the district as to how they were implementing RTI as she was heavily 
involved at the district level. The teachers respected her judgment when she would red flag a 
student as potentially having a learning or language disability.  
In observing Barb during PST meetings, she performed a number of roles. She asked 
about the student‟s language development in both Spanish and English and looked at the 
development from a young age through asking the mom for information. She asked the teachers 
to clarify what aspects of language the student was struggling with syntax, phonemic awareness. 
Additionally she was the person who explained all testing they were going to do, the rationale 
behind it, and what services he would receive if he qualified for special education. She included 
a bilingual speech language pathologist in the process.  
Her role had changed drastically over the past few years. She spoke about how as a result 
of attending PSTs every week she would find herself offering to serve more students than were 
on her caseload. Because she was considered part of the special education team, she saw this as a 
problem that so many teachers were expecting her to work with more and more students. She 
said as a result of RTI,, “That has changed because with the kid talks I think the teachers are 
trying other things before just immediately going to special ed and so I am trying to protect the 
time that is mandated that I spend with kids who have IEPs.”  
Social Worker. Nettie had been at Winterberry for 7 years. Her main role was to 
consider social and emotional issues with students as well as to consider whether or how these 
issues were influencing their academics. She was a member of the PST and was invited to grade 
level meetings as needed. She worked with students on various behavior contracts and 
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intervention groups. She helped teachers develop behavior contracts, social contracts and helped 
provide incentives to students. When meeting with parents she was the empathetic one. She 
considered the student‟s family and language background. She checked to see that parents 
understood and that their voices were heard. She asked them for their feedback and opinions. 
Nettie explained the academic jargon to the parents, and she helped them to understand the 
services they may receive. Additionally she clarified and validated what other team members 
were saying. Quite often she helped to identify and clarify the problem they were discussing. For 
example, during a problem solving team meeting Nettie addressed the mom, “So we've been 
talking a lot at you and I apologize. We want to make sure you have a chance to share because 
you know your son the best. Do you have any questions for us or do you have any information 
from home that could help us understand better?” After the mom responded, Nettie asked, “So 
(mom's name), would you feel comfortable with us moving forward and doing this evaluation?” 
When asked how her role had changed over the past year, she said it hadn‟t changed 
much yet, but that it was about to. The district had decided to implement AIMSWEB starting the 
next year and Nettie would be taking on a managerial role for that. She would need to go to 
district training and then train the staff to use the tool. She was very concerned that it would take 
away from working with the students and families, and she was frustrated that the training for 
anything related to RTI was still in the hands of the special education team.  
Special Education Teacher. Sara had been at Winterberry for 10 years with a total of 27 
years teaching experience. In addition to teaching students, she ran the PST meetings for three of 
the grade levels. She also received training from the district on RTI, so she was familiar with the 
online progress monitoring forms. She saw her role as supporting the teachers in getting RTI 
going. She attended all of their grade level team meetings and actually filled out the forms for 
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them. Sara sat in the grade level meeting and participated in their conversations about struggling 
students, “So it‟s just sort of helping them shift their language so that it‟s something we can put 
in the form or keep the focus…” She also prompted and reminded the teachers to work from the 
student data when discussing their students. The special education teacher helped teachers with 
the computer piece while they were meeting so they could cover more information and she felt it 
was her role to help them with the correct language and phrasing to use. One teacher talked about 
how Sara helped them to be politically correct, "because you get so frustrated with them (the 
students) and with the process."  
In the meetings I witnessed her clarifying, explaining the testing process and special 
education services. Sara often considered the students‟ language background in the PST 
meetings. For example, after a teacher shared Oscar‟s struggles with words in English, Sara 
asked the mom, “Does this happen in Spanish for hard words?” After a side conversation 
between the Sara and the SLP, Sara explained to the parent, “So that conversation was just 
asking does he have problems working with two languages and he doesn't know either one of 
them really well?” When asked how her role had changed over the years she definitely saw it 
evolving:  
Well I think I have less of a role. I have less of a gatekeeper role and that there were 
times when we would talk about kids and there'd be some like well is this a special ed 
issue or not and trying to decipher you know is an ESL so there was a little more put on 
our special ed team specifically. It feels a little bit more like I can sit back and go: well 
where's the evidence that they're not responding? I can kind of go that route a little bit 
easier than I used to so that makes it a little bit easier for me. But in another way it's 
harder because the progress monitoring is so difficult where's the integrity in that? Like 
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well how often have we tried this and how much what else could we have tried because 
we're labeling a kids here and I keep trying to tell teachers that it's like this isn't about I 
mean I know you want to get extra support but it's also a label on a kid and I want to 
make sure this kids really has a learning disability before we say he or she has one. 
Jackie had been a special education teacher for two years at Winterberry. She previously 
taught special education in high school. Her role in the process was to lead the PST meetings for 




 grade. Even if they didn‟t work 
directly with the student, the special education teachers led those meetings. She said she was the 
person at the meeting to get all perspectives from the classroom teachers, specialists, and parents. 
She was like the neutral party that facilitated and guided the process. Jackie laughed as she 
explained she didn‟t know how she was assigned the role of leading these meetings; it was just 
expected of her when she came to the school. She saw her role as providing the teachers with 
support and to, ““be that person who says well have we tried this or this- kind of guiding the 
process. Do we need to move toward a PST? Were the interventions working along the 
way...kind of being another person that‟s checking all the boxes making sure they are getting 
what they need.”  
In observing PST meetings with Jackie leading, she acted mostly as a facilitator. She 
usually helped organize the meeting with a graphic organizer on the board which she later 
recorded on the computer. She clarified statements into more objective terms. She offered her 
input when working with the student in a small group. She helped develop interventions for the 
classroom teacher as well as for the social worker. For example, she was observed giving a 
teacher some suggestions, “So I wonder about giving her two choices or "do you want to write 
about a friend or I don't know what you guys write but do you want to write about a friend or an 
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animal? Narrow it down so she knows- and is there some sort of organization thing-graphic 
organizer.” 
Classroom teacher. Classroom teachers‟ roles in the process varied among the grade 
levels. One of the main roles of the teacher was to report on student progress and give the bigger 
picture of how the student was performing in the classroom. For example, one teacher when 
developing interventions was concerned about whether the interventions would give her a 
promising start for the following year. He wanted her to be successful beyond his class. The 
teachers tended to know the families on a deeper level and know more background information 
on the student from interacting with them on a daily basis. Some teachers were mostly concerned 
about student progress and didn‟t express too much interest or concern for the RTI model, while 
others had very strong views on the process. Some saw themselves as being the student‟s biggest 
advocate in progress monitoring and being aware of the students‟ specific needs. One teacher 
said, “I see my role as the teacher- I need to find them the support they need. Like there were 
three first graders this year who were not in ESL and they really needed some language support 
so I had to really push to get them extra support.”  
When speaking about how their roles have changed, some mentioned that with RTI they 
were collecting and keeping more data and having more responsibility for monitoring progress. 
A few expressed frustration in not getting enough support from specialists. They were having to 
think differently about why students weren‟t making progress and whether they needed different 
interventions or PST referrals. The literacy teacher talked about the change for classroom 
teachers, “Teachers have had to learn to advocate for what they see like they have always done 
but also realize that there are tier 1 interventions there is tier 1 instruction that all students get 
and then there is tier 1 intervention based on differentiating in your classroom…it is not an 
 196 
 
automatic get out of my classroom because they didn't get it the first time.” The SLP spoke about 
how teachers were becoming more goal oriented as a result of RTI. They were considering how 
to make things more measurable in addition to needing to try more interventions with the 
resources they already had at hand, “I think teachers-There are lot of the Smart goals that happen 
during a kid talk or a PST and It‟s hard to find that extra 10 minutes but they are doing it. I think 
teachers have found they‟ve been very resourceful with non-special ed resources in the 
building.” 
Principal. The principal had been at this school for four years. She played a number of 
roles in the RTI process. She was the one who received the information from the district on the 
RTI process that needed to be communicated to staff. She continued to attend meetings regarding 
RTI and communicated that information to the staff. She decided to run the process differently 
the year of the study and tried to streamline the process. She also saw her role as supporting 
teachers as they struggled with the practicalities of the process. She attended one grade level 
meeting with the purpose of helping them streamline. She though they were spending too much 
time documenting their interventions for every student in their grade level. The teachers felt they 
were receiving conflicting messages on what their role was. There was a lengthy debate on when 
and how to document interventions.  
The principal was having to be more involved this year with the shift of the process in 
attending more of the grade level meetings and PST meetings. She had to check in with teachers 
more frequently to ensure they were documenting interventions. The social worker summed up 
the principal‟s role well: 
N: for one I think it‟s helping to explain to staff what the process- what's is expected of 
staff there is still this question of is it general ed is it special ed top down who is in what 
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role. My hope is that she can communicate some of those things so there is not a lot of 
pushback in terms of this is one more thing…so being that voice of communicating what 
needs to be done and how we can do it that isn‟t as challenging for staff and then being a 
part of the meetings where there might be concerns for parent participation showing 
herself as an advocate for the kids and families depending on needs and for the teachers 
sometimes. 
During PST meetings the principal was very involved in gathering information about the 
student‟s background, educational history, and life outside of school. She also reported on the 
student‟s behavior and social skills that she observed throughout the school day. She often would 
ask for information directly from the parent, and she also offered information on services and 
resources available from the district and larger community for families. .  
Literacy Teacher. The literacy teacher had been at the school for over 20 years. She 
began as a classroom teacher and moved into more of a support and leadership role. She 
understood RTI very well as she took it upon herself to attend trainings and read up on the 
process. She helped mentor new and experienced teachers and was up to date on the latest 
resources available for literacy. She spoke of her role as being a coach and a mentor; somebody 
who could bring information and lead teachers to resources, and she saw herself as someone to 
answer questions and demonstrate different strategies. She considered herself a support person 
throughout the entire RTI process.  
When asked about how her role had changed, she didn‟t see much of a change other than 
having to take on more leadership in helping teachers understand their role in the process as well 
as how all the components fit together. She described the change in her words:  
As RTI gained more steam this year, I have had to support teachers more as their learning 
 198 
 
curve began to be included into RTI so I think the biggest issue or roadblock I see for 
RTI was they adopted a new way of being, a new acronym, but there was no professional 
development around it. It used to be the special education was sort of in charge of our 
PST meeting and now special ed took a step back to say oh this is a collaborative team 
thing but there was no articulation about that and no big picture of understanding about 
that. We realized we all have a shared leadership and so my role has been to help people 
understand the big picture and also smaller details. 
Professional roles influencing decisions for ELLs 
 
Findings. The professionals with the most knowledge and training in RTI, which at this school 
was the special education team, had the most influence in decision making even for ELLs. 
However, they relied heavily on the ELL teacher to inform their decisions for ELLs. The 
principal played an integral role in how the RTI process was implemented. 
 
In observing and interviewing at Winterberry there were a number of interesting findings 
regarding how the professional roles influenced decisions for ELLs during kidtalk meetings, 
during PSTs, and with regard to the larger process. It was evident there was a great deal of 
respect among colleagues-the way they spoke about each other and addressed each other in 
meetings. It was clear the professionals were proud of being collaborative in their discussions 
and making decisions, and there was definitely evidence of that as well as a certain amount of 
hierarchy in decision-making. The special education teachers and the speech language 
pathologist were the team members who made the most decisions and had the most knowledge 
about the RTI process and procedures in general. They were seen as the leaders, and other team 
members including the principal deferred to them for decisions. The ELL teacher had a great 
deal of influence in what interventions the students received, how progress, was monitored, and 
making decisions on progress, but they also deferred to the special education team during 
meetings. The principal had a smaller role in making academic decisions for ELLs, but she had a 
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more substantial role in determining how the process was implemented and an influence on the 
attitude of the staff. The teacher‟s voice and opinion were valued but they rarely made final 
decisions in meetings and usually offered information only after being prompted to do so. The 
literacy specialist and the social worker offered a lot of input on types of interventions, problem, 
solving, and resources, but they rarely made decisions about students.  
Benefits for ELLs with the implementation of RTI 
 
Findings. There were many benefits for ELLs with the RTI framework in place: early 
intervention, more access to services, and more opportunities for small group instruction.  
 
Focus on early intervention. The professionals mentioned a number of benefits for 
ELLs at their school with the move towards RTI. The ELL teacher stated, “I think that the way 
that it's changed has been in my experience positive for kids learning English because I think 
they're getting attention more quickly… there were a lot of kids that had issues that weren't being 
thoroughly addressed.” Most of the professionals spoke about how ELL students were getting 
attention sooner because teachers were able to try different things. Since teachers were being 
asked to document classroom interventions, they were trying to seek out more resources and 
getting more creative to do so. A number of teachers mentioned that they were trying more 
interventions and more variety of interventions before bringing their ELL students to the PST 
team.  
Access to interventions. They also spoke about ELL students getting access to more 
services as well as getting more of the small group instruction. The ELL teachers were seeing 
ELLs more than once during the day and sometimes ELLs went to regular intervention groups 
whereas before they might have only had one ESL class and nothing else. The school was 
creating more afterschool small group activities that were geared towards ELLs. The literacy 
teacher said, “I think that is what RTI is providing us is that specific targeted intervention for all 
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students and I think our ESL students are getting the same opportunities for small targeted 
intervention as any other students and more likely even more.”     
Perhaps the benefit mentioned the most was the notion that with more awareness around 
interventions and data collection, teachers weren‟t immediately referring ELLs for special 
education services. The special education teacher mentioned the benefits for ELLs as she saw 
them:  
You know I think actually ELLs are the ones that benefit the most because it's a 
mandated program that says we have to try this stuff before we go to special ed. We are 
seeing that those interventions are being tried before they are being diagnosed with a 
learning disability and I think we are realizing now that it's so hard to tease out a 
disability from ELL type issues and that you can't just go down that path immediately. 
Whereas before I think it was I think kids were being over-diagnosed with learning 
disabilities. 
There was an increased awareness of and attention to language development versus cognitive 
issues and more ability to match students‟ needs to instruction with more interventions offered. 
As the principal stated, teachers were starting to reframe the way they looked at student progress 
especially for their ELLs. One teacher said, “I just think the RTI process is like you know we 
need to try these interventions first and they're making progress and so it's like oh, well wait a 
minute five years ago I would've thought they had a learning disability and now you know now I 
see the interventions working.” They were starting to ask different questions like why students 
weren‟t making progress with given interventions. They were able to look more deeply at the 
issues. A few of the professional spoke about the instruction becoming more individualized for 
ELLs in particular as a result of the focus on data and interventions. The SLP mentioned, “I think 
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it's individualized and child driven and I really see with RTI is, right now more than anything 
we've done before, is keeping more data and instead of saying well we've done this this and this 
well that's great but what happened when he did this, this and this..?” 
The ELL teacher summed up a number of benefits for ELLs in the following statement:  
 
Well I think they could get um attention that they need sooner especially if you're 
concerned about reading disabilities or the effects of trauma even we've had some cases 
like that and I think that we're able to move more quickly with the RTI model. It seems 
more organized and data driven I guess and more shared leadership and more with 
quicker action taken I think quicker and more organized action not just oh let's wait. 
Conclusion 
Winterberry Elementary had an already existing pre-referral model that had been 
developed over the course of many years. When looking at the rules component of their RTI 
system, it was apparent the district had developed an RTI plan that was comprehensive and 
placed a lot of emphasis on meeting the needs of culturally and linguistically diverse families. 
The school‟s process had many positive aspects in decision-making for ELLs, However there 
was some resistance to developing and transitioning to the RTI framework, mainly from 
classroom teachers. The process was mostly led by the administrators and special education 
team. Having a large number of staff members with expertise in working with ELLs, they were 
aware of differentiating for ELLs in the classroom, and placed a focus on documenting those 
strategies for decision-making purposes. When looking at the mediating artifacts, the 
professionals utilized many tools to inform their decisions. They considered the quality of tier 
one by asking teachers to document instructional modifications for ELLs. They used evidence 
from multiple sources when making decisions for ELLs and relied on that evidence to also 
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monitor progress. ELLs had access to district intervention programs, extra ESL class support, 
and individualized interventions. The professionals strongly considered cultural and linguistic 
factors influencing students‟ learning, and there was a huge priority placed on parent 
involvement throughout the process. 
   When looking at the community and division of labor components, the professionals saw their 
roles changing as a result of RTI implementation, and this affected the decision making. There 
was more shared decision making among teachers, the special education team, and the ELL 
teacher. Although there was somewhat of a hierarchy, it was based mainly on those having the 
most knowledge and experience about the process, mainly the special educators, and the ELL 
teachers‟ opinions were highly valued. The classroom teachers‟ roles were the ones affected the 
most at this school as they were seeing their roles expanded in providing differentiation and 
interventions and documenting progress more consistently. The process was yielding many 
benefits for ELLs in that they were receiving early interventions, they had more access to 
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The purpose of this study was to explore how three school-based RTI teams were making 
decisions for English Language Learners. Problem-solving teams functioning under the pre-
referral model have historically struggled to meet the needs of ELLs (Ortiz, 2006; Klingner & 
Harry, 2006). As a diagnostic process for special education, the inefficiency and paradigms of 
pre-referral teams have contributed to the misrepresentation of culturally and linguistically 
diverse students in special education programs (Donovan & Cross, 2002). As a process for 
meeting the academic needs of all learners, the pre-referral process has failed to address the 
achievement gap that exists between ELLs and native English peers (Snow & Biancarosa, 2003). 
The three schools in this study have demonstrated that RTI has the potential to reverse these 
trends for ELLs through early intervention and more accurate identification of students with true 
learning disabilities.  
For this study, it was important to explore the RTI process through qualitative inquiry as 
teams navigated the many unknowns that existed in the theory to practice gap for RTI and ELLs. 
Using cultural historical activity theory (Engeström, 1989) as a heuristic allowed me to explore 
the tools used in decision-making as well as the complexities of factors affecting the process, 
such as the roles of professionals influencing decisions, the school-parent relationship, and the 
rules guiding the process in this activity system. CHAT is a framework that invites us to think 
dialectically in terms of tensions that produce change and development. The framework 
facilitated the analysis of tensions within and between components of the RTI process as well as 
historical influences on the components. The main purpose of this study was to identify those 
tensions or contradictions in each system that would allow for change. While acknowledging that 
Engeström‟s third generation of CHAT (1992) has largely been applied to research involving 
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participants working alongside researchers in the change process, this study applied the activity 
system as a framework for understanding the processes in order to inform future changes.  
The three schools selected in the study were chosen as models of best practice by 
professionals with extensive knowledge in RTI. I saw these three schools as pioneers in 
implementing RTI for ELLs. They were handed limited tools, a partially drawn road map, and 
inadequate training, and they made the process function rather effectively at their schools. Each 
of the schools was going through a change process over the course of the school-year, and these 
changes were represented in the professionals‟ perspectives of RTI and in their decisions. There 
were clear points of conflict within their processes, all of them sharing in some common 
struggles and each experiencing stresses unique to their own school dynamics. I will discuss the 
findings in terms of the tensions within their processes that may have been negatively affecting 
their decisions as well as the attributes of the processes that allowed them to function effectively 
for the benefit ELLs. I have identified these tensions and attributes based on what we know from 
research on problem solving and tiered instruction as well as principles of best practice for ELL 
instruction. These finding have interesting implications for school districts, school teams, and 
future research.  
There were key themes that emerged across the schools, highlighting both positive and 
negative aspects of the process. There was extensive evidence that implementing RTI at these 
schools was yielding many benefits for ELLs. One of the more prominent and pervasive trends in 
the findings across the schools was the historical influence on the rules component that 
subsequently interacted with all of the components in the process. As a result of the influence of 
previous processes and views in education there was a deficit view of learning and bilingualism 
that was still apparent in the schools. Analysis of the schools‟ interpretation of the districts‟ plans 
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demonstrated the need for a different approach to professional development in order for 
professionals to interpret the components of RTI. How schools were influenced by previous 
processes was apparent in their structures and procedures for collaboration and problem solving.  
When looking at the mediating artifacts, or tools, used to make decisions it is apparent 
that the decisions were becoming increasingly more data driven across the tiers. The “what” 
tools, or the forms of data and evidence they utilized were varied and extensive, and the “how” 
tools showed us that they connected data and evidence to decisions. Overall, there was a more 
ecological approach to decision making with regards to interventions, progress monitoring, and 
the many factors influencing learning that the teams considered. That being said, one of the 
major tensions for all three schools was clearly defining rate of progress for ELLs and making 
consistent decisions based on rate of progress. Another major tension within this component was 
the lack of appropriate or high quality interventions for ELLs.  
When analyzing the community and the division of labor components, or the roles, 
expertise, and interactions of the members, I came across positive attributes such as: classroom 
teachers were shifting their roles to differentiate and provide documentation in the classroom 
(tier one), and the roles of the professionals were expanding to meet the needs of more diverse 
learners. However, the schools also had tensions within these components that perhaps 
negatively influenced decision making. The principal had a major influence in the decision-
making process for ELLs, sometimes making decisions unilaterally and sometimes poorly 
communicating the purpose of procedures. The teams relied heavily on the ELL teacher to 
decide on whether an ELL student needed more language support or other types of interventions, 
demonstrating a need for professionals to develop their knowledge of working with ELLs. 
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Additionally two of the three schools had failed to fully include parents as an integral part of the 
process. These themes are discussed in more detail below.  
Rules: Research to Practice Gap 
One of the components this study looked at was what rules or frameworks the schools 
were functioning under as required or recommended by the district, and how they were 
interpreting those plans to meet their site-based needs. Each district‟s guidelines included forms 
and procedures for providing instructional support in a three-tiered model that were adapted from 
state RTI models. The districts‟ frameworks all provided a course of action for documenting 
interventions, implementing a problem solving process, considerations for cultural and 
linguistically diverse students and families, and how to facilitate parent involvement. These 
guides were fairly comprehensive, included research support, and were distributed to building 
administrators who in turn provided the information to school professionals. These schools all 
developed or adapted their school RTI plans according to the district framework. They all 
changed their procedures for problem solving processes, implemented a school-wide plan for 
providing small group interventions, and redefined their multidisciplinary teams to facilitate the 
RTI process. However, the schools were only using a fraction of the resources provided, and 
there was often concern and confusion as to the purpose of the procedures.  
Given that the schools were provided comprehensive district RTI plans, it was evident 
that how the plans were implemented in practice was influenced by a failure to understand the 
larger premise behind RTI and an adherence to previous processes, to varying extents. I see this 
as a result of how professional development was provided to teachers and specialists that would 
have allowed them to interpret the RTI framework. I also see this as representative of how the 
deficit view of learning has existed for so long in education. These tensions within the rules and 
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frameworks interacted with all other components of the model or activity system at each school. 
The rules and frameworks affected the way the schools structured collaborative meetings and 
problem solving processes, the roles and perceptions of the professionals, in addition to how they 
approached decision making. 
Deficit View. When compared to how problem-solving teams functioned under pre-
referral processes, the schools in this study were beginning to shift their thinking; however, they 
were still transitioning to a full understanding and implementation of RTI. Historically there has 
been a deficit theory that has pervaded education, perpetuating the notion that students, 
particularly culturally diverse students, fail in school due to internal deficiencies or challenges 
(Valencia, 1997). When functioning under this assumption, schools and professionals fail to 
consider the alternative issues that exist and contribute to school failure such as cultural 
mismatch or instruction that is not differentiated for ELLs (Valencia, 1997, Harry & Klingner, 
2006). Until recently, special education processes have been functioning under models that wait 
for a child to fail before intervening rather than focusing on prevention and intervention 
(President‟s Commission on Excellence in Special Education, 2002). Whereas previous models 
and teams functioned under this “wait to fail” approach, these schools were shifting their 
approach to early intervention and prevention of school failure.  
Most of the school professionals in this study understood the core concepts of RTI in 
providing high quality instruction, monitoring progress, and making decisions based on data, but 
many of them failed to see the larger purpose of RTI as a framework for improving instruction 
for all students. Some even expressed their concerns as to the model‟s sustainability, alluding to 
RTI being one of many in a long line of processes. Many school professionals still considered 
RTI to be a process for monitoring progress for mainly struggling students as well as a diagnostic 
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process for special education. They failed to see the larger premise of meeting the needs of all 
students through early intervention and more data-based decision making. Much of the 
discussion during meetings was based on individual students who were struggling and in need of 
intervention support. Only one of the schools, Spruce Elementary, looked at class level data to 
ensure all students were making growth and reaching benchmarks. Another school, Kapok was 
beginning to put systems into place to do so, but the support and systems for teachers to do this 
were still being developed. There were instances where teachers talked about “RTI-ing” certain 
kids, which essentially replaced the word “referring”. Sometimes teachers communicated that the 
rounds of interventions were taking too long and keeping students from receiving special 
education services. That being said, many of the teachers appreciated having progress monitoring 
tools and more intervention programs and saw the benefits of these for their students. The 
principal at Winterberry commented on how she was beginning to see the shift in thinking where 
her teachers were starting to reflect more critically on how to interpret data and how that could 
inform their instruction. This was also observed at Kapok among the kindergarten teachers, 
although facilitated by the teacher effectiveness coach, when they used data to discuss how to 
move their ELLs farther along and how they could adapt their instruction to do so.    
Winterberry especially faced some challenges with regards to their teachers‟ 
dissatisfaction with RTI, with a lot of teachers expressing frustrations with the process. The 
special education teachers, the principal, the ELL teacher, and the other specialists all saw the 
value of RTI, especially for ELLs and struggling learners, whereas classroom teachers had many 
negative views on RTI. Some of these negative views were based on misconceptions, and some 
were geared around limited time and resources. However, when asked if they saw they saw the 
benefits, they admitted to RTI being a better system for monitoring progress and talking about 
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student data. They maintained their negative outlooks on the process, though. The professionals 
at Kapok were more positive about RTI and saw the value in monitoring student progress with 
data directly linked to the curriculum. They mainly struggled with lack of time in documenting 
data and meetings taken up with curriculum planning rather than built in time to discuss student 
progress. The teachers and specialists at Spruce were a determined group that saw the benefit 
mainly in having intervention programs and progress monitoring systems built into the process. 
They were mostly frustrated with the lack of time to problem solve and discuss individual 
students to any level of depth. A few of the teachers were unhappy with the principal‟s top-down 
approach to decision making, but others saw her as being effective.  
In addition to being influenced by previous education processes, there was an apparent 
deficit view of bilingualism among two of the three schools that had consequences for decision 
making. The language as a problem paradigm is not a new one, as demonstrated by Ruiz (1988), 
and continues to prevail as opposed to views of language as a resource (Escamilla, 2000). 
Viewing language as a problem is contrary to what we know about the positive effects of 
bilingualism on the acquisition of literacy skills (Lesaux & Siegel, 2003) and may have negative 
implications for approaching instruction and interventions for ELLs. Schools with this deficit 
view may fail to see the benefit of providing interventions in the native language, providing 
native language support in the classroom, or developing native language in the home. An 
inaccurate view of language and its interaction with literacy learning may lead to decisions based 
on false assumptions or understandings.  
Need for Professional Development. Each school in the study had different experiences 
with professional development around RTI. At Spruce, the people most knowledgeable about 
RTI first hand were the principal, the special education teachers and the school psychologist. 
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They had attended the professional development provided by their school district and helped lead 
the process at their school. The same was true for Winterberry where the principal and special 
education team were the most informed on RTI, as well as the literacy teacher. At Kapok, the 
principal, a former special educator, was extremely versed in the RTI model, as was the school 
psychologist. Also at Kapok, there was more of a push for general education teachers to lead the 
process, so the RTI Coordinator, also a classroom teacher, was the most familiar with RTI, and 
she was in charge of facilitating professional development for the rest of the staff. As a result, 
Kapok elementary had developed more of a shared leadership process. 
A lot of the issues facing the teams at the system level stemmed from a lack of quality 
professional development. All of the schools received limited professional development that 
included only a small portion of the personnel implementing the process. Although the districts 
developed extensive resources in terms of forms and frameworks, there was a gap in how those 
were being interpreted and implemented. Additionally, there still remained limited understanding 
of the “prevention” aspect of the RTI model. This could partly be due to the fact that the training 
in RTI at the schools in the study was being led by special education professionals. Shinn (2007) 
suggests re-framing RTI when considering professional development into „little rti‟ and „big 
RTI‟. The purpose of the rti process serves all students and ensures that they are benefiting from 
the instruction they are receiving and the purpose of the big RTI process is to make a special 
education entitlement decision when a student has not responded to an rti process. Danielson et 
al. (2007) suggest that when considering what support and coordinated efforts to provide schools 
implementing RTI, it may be helpful to divide RTI into these two frameworks to differentiate 
among the special types of training practitioners may need. There is a body of research emerging 
on providing high quality professional development in multi-tier prevention models such as RTI 
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(Brown-Chidsey, 2005, Joyce & Showers, 2002, Guskey & Sparks, 2002). Kratochwill et al. 
(2007) suggest the need for more pre-service professional development in university programs 
that focuses on prevention and intervention practices that are evidence-based and behavior-
based. Additionally, the researchers suggest drawing from extensive research on effective 
professional development that is embedded into the change process (e.g. teacher networks and 
study groups, opportunities for active learning, directly related to content and instruction). 
Tensions in collaboration and problem solving. The differences among the schools in 
the way they structured their collaborative meetings and discussions of data were representative 
of their level of understanding the premise of the model. For Spruce, their process was 
systematic, they reviewed dozens of students‟ data during each meeting, and they made a number 
of decisions for tier placements, informal and formal assessments. They utilized forms with data 
that allowed them to discuss classroom level data and monitor the growth of every student. 
However, the meeting did not allow for the professionals to problem solve at any level of depth. 
Teachers would begin to offer solutions or discuss the complexities of a learning situation and 
immediately need to move onto another student.  
At Winterberry, the structure of kidtalk meetings allowed for the grade level teachers to 
look at data and problem solve and look more closely at individual learning situations. However, 
only a few of the grade levels were implementing these meetings for their intended purpose and 
others utilized the time to plan for other curriculum goals. These meetings often did not include 
specialists and therefore those contacts happened more informally or in passing. Their PST 
meetings were led by the special education team and were therefore not much different than pre-
referral PST meetings where one student was brought to the team to discuss mostly academic 
challenges. Kapok elementary had the most promising approach to collaborative meetings, as 
 213 
 
their SIT meetings were led by general education teachers and specialists, and they had 
established data team meetings that had the potential to look at classroom data and make more 
measurable goals for all students in a class. The SIT meetings were still structured to discuss one 
student who was struggling and who needed more intensive intervention support.      
Mediating Artifacts 
Data-based decision making. The effectiveness of an RTI model depends on the team‟s 
interpretation of data, yet throughout the literature pre-referral teams have struggled to 
implement quality interventions, monitor and document those interventions and make decisions 
based on that data (Truscott, 2005; Burns & Symington, 2002). Over the years school teams have 
relied mainly on the opinions of the classroom teacher and sporadically implemented 
interventions. In previous studies of teams making decisions for students, including culturally 
and linguistically diverse students, researchers found that decisions were made prior to meetings 
and that decisions were made independent of data (Mehan,1986; Ysseldyke et al 1982; Klingner 
& Harry, 2006). We know that using multiple forms of data facilitates a more holistic, ecological 
view of the many factors influencing learning (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Sontag, 1996). All of the 
schools in this study had shifted their decision making to be based on data and to include 
multiple forms of evidence in making decisions for tier placement, specific intervention 
programs, and progress monitoring. They all utilized a universal screening tool, benchmark 
assessments, district and state assessments, curriculum measures, language proficiency measures, 
and classroom observational data to inform their decisions. The way these data were documented 
and discussed differed among the schools, but they all had systems in place to do so. In all of 
these schools, the conversation centered on what interventions had been tried and what needed to 
happen next. There was not this immediate need to refer to special education testing as we have 
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seen in the past. Teachers were seeing that there were more interventions available to them, and 
were being more resourceful in implementing interventions. The teams heavily relied on 
intervention data in addition to teacher and specialist anecdotal evidence to inform their 
decisions.  
These schools had clearly made a shift to data based decision-making, however not 
without some challenges. In some cases the school teams had limited quality interventions to 
choose from, including interventions that were not individualized, or a lack of available native 
language interventions. There were occasions that professionals were at a loss for what decision 
to make given their awareness of these challenges. On occasion they did not have the proper 
assessment tool to obtain baseline data, especially regarding reading comprehension or language 
proficiency for ELLs. Additionally, the majority of the assessments across the schools were 
administered in English. There were a few instances of the teams utilizing the Spanish version of 
the universal screening measure to obtain additional data, but that was usually an afterthought.  
Teams have continually struggled to implement quality interventions due to lack of 
resources, time, or willingness of teachers (Flugum & Reschly, 1994, Truscott et al., 2002), and 
this still remained an issue. Although the schools had access to generic high quality interventions 
that were being implemented school wide, these interventions were not always designed for 
ELLs or sometimes they were not accessible to ELLs. Many of the interventions focused on 
phonics, word level skills, of fluency without the addition of language development, which is 
essential for ELLs (August & Shanahan, 2006). Two of the school teams were primarily working 
with district intervention programs that were research-based. Only some of the intervention 
programs in each district had been researched with ELLs, and the professionals had little to no 
awareness of that information. There was limited understanding among professionals as to how 
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to choose an appropriate intervention that has been researched with ELLs or how to adapt an 
intervention to meet the needs of ELLs in certain contexts. There is something to be said for 
considering when an intervention will work for an ELL student and in what context (Klingner & 
Edwards, 2006). For example we know targeted skills for ELLs often include oral language 
development, phonemic awareness, pronunciation, grammar, figurative language, and 
comprehension and writing strategies (Fisher, Frey, Rothenberg, 2011). It was clear there was 
still a need among specialists and teachers for better understanding of how to modify instruction 
for ELLs while still implementing the key components of a standard intervention. Frey (2006) 
discussed the essential elements needed in more individualized intensive interventions for ELLs: 
a clear purpose, assessing and building student‟s background knowledge, targeting skills or 
strategies, teaching essential vocabulary, and goals linked with core instruction. Some of the 
professionals had the expertise to individualize instruction for ELLs, but others who were 
providing interventions were not as skilled, and some relied on the ELL teacher for extra 
support. Additionally, the teams did not always consider whether the interventions were 
appropriate for ELLs when considering academic progress. The quality of the interventions for 
ELLs was rarely questioned.    
Considering Tier I instruction. We know the importance of quality classroom 
instruction as a foundation for a valid RTI model as all other decisions are relying on the premise 
that students have had sufficient opportunity to learn (Klingner & Harry, 2006). A valid RTI 
model for ELLs includes high quality tier one instruction that is culturally responsive (Villegas 
& Lucas, 2002, Ladson- Billings, 2001) and provides students with opportunities to develop 
language and access content (Auckerman, 2007).  Research has shown there to be very clear and 
observable characteristics of effective instruction for ELLs as highlighted by Goldenberg (2008). 
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Without addressing the quality of instruction, school teams run the risk of the RTI model 
becoming another deficit-based approach as it would be relying on progress monitoring that 
points out missing skills that students have not mastered without establishing whether the skills 
have actually been taught.  
When considering the quality of tier one, the schools in this study differed in the extent to 
which they addressed this. All three schools documented classroom differentiation and 
intervention at some point along the process, but usually not until there was more serious 
concern for the student‟s progress. School teams seemed to consider tier one instruction more 
consistently when the student was being brought to the team for more intensive interventions or 
for adapted interventions. At that point, teachers were then asked to document what classroom 
differentiation and interventions had been provided. However when teams were discussing 
students‟ response to interventions in the early stages of the process, the consideration of tier one 
instruction was less clear. This seemed to be facilitated by the forms used in documenting 
intervention support. These forms were usually not completed until there was a more serious 
concern.  
Many researchers have discussed the importance of fidelity of tier one instruction as a 
foundation for RTI (Vaughn & Fuchs, 2003; Fuchs et al 2003). McMaster and Wagner (2007) 
underscored the importance of including classroom observations into the RTI process to observe 
specific teacher and student behaviors that align with the goals for quality instruction. Schools 
had classroom observations in place as part of their programming, but whether those 
observations included considering best practices for ELLs remained unclear. Only one of the 
schools in the study seemed to have more of a clear plan than the others for considering the 
quality of instruction for ELLs and linking it to RTI decision-making through a systematic 
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process. Kapok Elementary focused on the quality of tier one instruction and attempted to put a 
system into place to support use of ELL strategies and to make the curriculum more conducive to 
measurable goals. The principal and school psychologist understood this to be the foundation for 
RTI. This process allowed for progress to be measured based on quality core instruction first and 
foremost. This type of backwards planning data system could provide a process and structure for 
considering the quality of tier one earlier in the process. 
The other two schools, Spruce and Winterberry addressed the quality of tier one 
instruction in their conversations, but not in any systematic way, until there was a need for more 
intensive support, and a consideration for tier three or special education support. It was as if the 
school professionals had an implied understanding of which teachers provided better quality of 
instruction for ELLs and factored that into their decisions without having much conversation 
around it. It was unclear what evidence the team members were using in judging the quality of 
teaching. This causes concern as to whether they were assuming the teachers to be high quality 
teachers or whether they were considering if the teachers had the skills and training to effectively 
teach ELLs.  
Spruce, being a bilingual school, had the added complexity of considering if a student 
had received quality native language support in tier one. They often considered this for Spanish 
speaking students, but the breakdown occurred when there was a need to provide more 
individualized classroom interventions in the native language and there were not enough 
resources to do so. For ELLs who were not Spanish speakers, the professionals were sometimes 
at a loss for how to make decisions based on response to instruction because they could not show 
they had provided the right type or amount of language support.  
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Ecological perspective on interventions and progress monitoring. It has been 
documented over numerous studies that school teams have struggled with the factors they 
consider when making decisions. Historically, studies of school pre-referral teams reported that 
intervention teams were not using an ecological perspective in analyzing problems and designing 
interventions and they struggled to recommend substantive instructional modifications (Truscott 
et al. 2002; Mehan, 1989; Klingner & Harry, 2006, Wilkinson & Ortiz, 2005). Teams mostly 
functioned from a deficit approach, interpreting students‟ struggles to mean some internal deficit. 
Adelman‟s transactional view of learning behavior (1992) focused on whether a learner‟s 
struggles are primarily in the individual, the environment, or a combination of the two. This 
perspective places the focus away from internal deficits and instead focuses on the importance of 
the interactions of contexts. The child is seen as an active agent influencing and being influenced 
by a variety of complex environments. When discussing RTI‟s approach to assessment and 
progress monitoring, Ikeda et al (2007) stated, “…all methods should lead to understanding of 
the interactions between instruction, curriculum, setting, and the learner that enable children to 
learn, rather than using assessment as a search for a possible pathology within the child (p 259)”.  
When deciding on interventions for ELL students, the schools all had systematic 
intervention programs in place and had developed processes for documenting intervention 
support. All of the schools utilized progress monitoring tools such as curriculum based measures 
(Deno, 1985) that have been recommended in the field for ELLs to measure oral reading fluency, 
Maze measures of comprehension, running records, DIBELS, and the district measures of the 
DRA that measures fluency, word skills, and comprehension. However, only one of the three 
schools utilized measures that assessed students in their native language. A lot of the decision 
rules were guided by district benchmarks, target goals for individual intervention programs, and 
 219 
 
universal screening measures such as the DRA. But the case for measuring ELLs‟ progress and 
deciding on cutoff points was still an unresolved issue for all schools in the study. According to 
Barnett et al (2007):  
Problem-solving teams should have data to support pre-established (non-arbitrary) 
decision rules that will be used to determine when adjustments to intervention protocols 
are needed. Empirically set decision rules are based on generalizations from past research 
with specific interventions (e.g., significant characteristics of sessions usually needed to 
produce effects; how long to keep a child in an intervention without making changes) (p 
112). 
Not having cutoff points and clear progress monitoring goals for ELLs seemed to have the effect 
of forcing the teams and professionals to consider other factors when discussing the progress of 
ELLs. All three schools took into account a number of factors that ranged from students‟ home 
environments to individual learning styles.  
Spruce Elementary was the most comprehensive in the amount and variety of information 
they discussed for students. Among the factors they considered were: individual learning 
characteristics, factors outside of the school influencing learning such as SES and family 
structures, home support, and educational history in terms of language of instruction and quality 
of instruction. Winterberry largely considered linguistic and language development as well as 
educational history, and family and cultural backgrounds. Kapok mainly took into account 
educational background and response to classroom interventions. Only one of the three schools 
discussed language proficiency and the influence on the student‟s learning. The other schools 
only talked about language proficiency at a surface level. Goldenberg (2008) discussed how 
essential it is for students‟ knowledge and language to be assessed separately so as to understand 
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the students‟ abilities base on their level of proficiency. Although the teams did have data both 
on content knowledge and language proficiency, the teams at two of the schools struggled to 
interpret how the two interacted.  
Researchers have brought up the concern that the majority of progress monitoring 
measures focus on aspects of academic skill content and not on student learning behaviors that 
promote skill acquisition, more ecological factors such as motivation, and work habits 
(Kratochwill, Clements, & Kalymon, 2007). Some have recommended that these factors need to 
be assessed in addition to skills assessment to understand learning and the focus of interventions. 
The team members at Spruce spent large amounts of meeting time discussing these learning 
factors and considering how they affected learning.  
The findings on progress monitoring support the research synthesis done by Coleman, 
Buysse, and Neitzel (2006). The authors suggested that research supports the premise of RTI as a 
means for identifying at risk learners and implementing interventions that target specific areas of 
academic need. However, there are still considerable disagreements on how to effectively 
monitor progress and make decisions based on the progress, the duration and intensity of 
interventions, how the interventions are delivered, and the benchmarks for when to implement 
new or varied interventions. Linan-Thompson (2007) stated, “While practices for using RTI to 
determine student progress and to assist in decision making about further interventions is an 
issue that is still being examined for all students, the situation is more complex when language 
learning is also considered (p. 192).” The issue of monitoring progress for ELLs is in dire need 
of further development and conversation.    
Community and Division of Labor Expertise, Roles, and Interactions 
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Team decision-making. The dynamics among school professionals greatly influences 
the decisions that are made, who makes the decisions, and whose voice is heard (Knotek, 2003). 
Previous studies of school teams have shown that there has usually been a clear hierarchy in who 
makes decisions (Mehan, 1989; Harry & Klingner, 2005). As Knotek (2007) stated in a study of 
team interactions, “not all ideas were created equal (p. 8)”. This was still the case for Spruce and 
Winterberry and less so at Kapok. At Spruce Elementary, the principal had the most voice in 
decision-making, followed by the special education teachers, school psychologist, and ELL 
teacher. The classroom teachers had the least influence on decision-making, and the parents‟ 
voices were non-existent. At Winterberry, decision-making was mostly influenced by the special 
education teachers, the SLP, the social worker, the ELL teacher and least influenced by the 
classroom teachers and the parents. At Kapok, the RTI Coordinator, humanities facilitator, 
classroom teachers, ELL teachers, and SLP all had fairly equal say in decision making. The 
parent‟s voice was the least heard in all three schools. I see the different influences on decision 
making a direct result of who had the most knowledge of and experience with the RTI process. 
Scribner et al (2007) discussed the concept that more distributed leadership in school teams has 
implications for more effective and innovative problem-solving and suggested that teams need to 
be made aware of these interactions in order to engage in effective practice.  
Changing roles. More recent studies of problem-solving teams have highlighted the 
importance of the skills needed and changing roles that will facilitate an effective RTI problem 
solving team (Ikeda et al, 2007; Marston et al, 2007, Graden et al, 2007). These evaluations of 
problem-solving models have found it to be beneficial if the team is comprised of mainly general 
education staff with specialists providing their expertise, they underscored the importance of 
shared responsibility on the team, and they discussed the need for team members to expand their 
 222 
 
skills relating to decision-making, consultation, functional assessment, intervention design, and 
formative evaluation. They found in their evaluations that there was generally a need for more 
expertise in problem-solving and research-based practices. Almost all of the professionals in the 
study saw their role shifting and expanding to meet the needs of more diverse learners. A lot of 
the specialists were providing interventions to ELLs, and classroom teachers were shifting their 
instruction to include more interventions and differentiation for ELLs. They were becoming 
more adept at collecting and interpreting data to a certain extent, and there was more shared 
responsibility for meeting students‟ needs, including those of ELLs.  
Principal’s integral role. Many studies of problem-solving teams have emphasized the 
importance of the principal‟s role on the problem solving team in their ability to communicate 
values and expectations which facilitated and ensured data-based problem solving orientation 
(Bollman et al, 2007, Etscheidt & Knesting, 2007). The principal had an integral role in making 
decisions on allocation of resources, and they benefitted from knowing at risk students in 
building. One of the trends among the three schools was the integral role of the principal. Each 
principal had her own unique style of leadership and own manner of facilitating the process. The 
principal at Spruce micromanaged every aspect, and had extensive knowledge of every student in 
the building as to their educational history, family situation, learning style and personality. She 
led the meetings, data collection, and made all final decisions. The process was rather efficient in 
making decisions and considering a multitude of factors when moving students among the tiers. 
Her in depth knowledge of not only the students but the interventions and strategies for ELLs 
was extremely beneficial in the decision making process. However I question the sustainability 
of such a role. When she left for sabbatical the process fell apart, when she was called away from 
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the RTI meeting, the staff was at a loss for how to carry on. Staff saw her as a separate entity and 
not a member of the team.  
At Kapok, the principal had extensive knowledge of the premise of RTI and the needs of 
her school. She placed a lot of emphasis on developing systems, procedures, and defined roles 
for the team members. She delegated the leadership among general education staff and school 
specialists. At Winterberry the principal was integral in ensuring the staff knew the expectations 
and procedures for RTI. She attended most PST meetings, and some Kidtalk meetings. She left 
the details of collaboration to the staff to decide how it would best benefit them. Most of the 
leadership and decision making was delegated to the special education team. She acted as a 
liaison between the district and the school. The roles of the principals at Kapok and Winterberry 
seemed the most sustainable; however, there was still a need to ensure the teachers and 
specialists were accountable for implementing the various components of the process with 
fidelity. For example at Winterberry, the teachers were not meeting for kidtalks regularly and 
therefore were not documenting instruction and interventions to the necessary extent and only 
talking about struggling students as needed. The teachers at Kapok had fallen short in monitoring 
all students‟ progress on their data forms once the accountability was removed when the 
principal stopped checking the forms.  
Reliance on ELL teacher. Ortiz et al (2006) reported that most multidisciplinary teams 
responsible for making decisions for ELLs lack training in understanding influences of culture 
and language on learning. About half of the team members at each of these schools were either 
certified to work with ELLs or had extensive experience in working with ELLs. Even though 
these professionals had knowledge and experience in working with ELLs, they were not always 
able to draw on that knowledge, and heavily relied on the ELL teacher to make decisions for 
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ELLs. Although this is an improvement over previous studies, there still appeared to be a need 
for professionals to develop skills in working with ELLs. The ELL teachers at each school 
played an integral role in the decision making process for ELLs. They had a great deal of 
professional knowledge around the interactions of language and literacy, and they were able to 
offer suggestions for adapting interventions in the classroom and in small group instruction. My 
concerns lie with their need to rely on one data point from a state language proficiency test that 
did not give them a lot of useful information to inform instruction. They therefore were basing 
their conclusions on students‟ performance in small group language and literacy instruction and 
peer comparison.  
Special education teachers. The special education teachers at each of the schools had 
very different roles. Hoover and Patton (2008) discussed the expanding role of the special 
education teacher in RTI as needing the skills to make data driven decisions, implement 
interventions, differentiate instruction that meets the needs of diverse learners, and collaborate 
with teachers. These roles were observed to varying extents at the schools. At Winterberry, the 
special education teachers were driving the process and had the most knowledge to advise other 
professionals. At Kapok, the special education teacher was not involved in RTI at all until a child 
was referred for an evaluation; however, the school psychologist was available during the RTI 
process and perhaps filled some of the role that a special education teacher might (knowledge of 
assessments, data collection, and writing instructional goals). At Spruce, the special education 
teachers had the most knowledge of the various intervention programs and advised other 
professionals in interpreting intervention progress. They also helped classroom teachers think 
about scaffolding instruction in their classrooms for ELLs. Some of the special education 
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teachers had specific knowledge and training to work with ELLs, and others drew on their 
specialized knowledge from working with special education students.  
It was interesting that the teachers still took a backseat to driving the decision-making 
process. Although it seems like an improvement from past studies (Mehan et al., 1989; 
Ysseldyke et al.,1982; Knotek, 2007), and they were being resourceful in adapting instruction 
and monitoring progress, it seemed as though they relied heavily on the ELL teachers, special 
education teachers, and principals to make intervention decisions.  
Community: School-Parent Collaboration 
We know that the success of RTI for ELLs depends on strong and respectful partnerships 
among professionals, parents, and students. According to Epstein and Dauber (1991) the 
strongest and most consistent predictors of parent involvement at school and at home are the 
specific school programs and teacher practices that encourage parent involvement at school and 
guide parents in how to help their children at home. Epstein‟s (1991) framework for parent 
involvement in schools includes 6 components: parenting, collaborating, volunteering, learning 
at home, decision-making, collaborating with community. Each of the schools in the study had 
incorporated some of these components into their school culture, but all were missing the key 
component of including parents in the decision-making at all levels. Kratochwill et al. (2007) 
posit that the traditional behavioral consultation model that problem solving teams follow can be 
expanded to include models involving a collaborative relationship among teacher, parent, and 
support professionals due to the idea that “parent involvement can have a positive effect on the 
student and has demonstrated benefit for increasing motivation, an important academic enabler 
(p 48).”   
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All three schools valued parent collaboration and parent involvement; however, it was a 
continual struggle for schools to include parents along every stage of the decision-making 
process. Winterberry elementary had the most parent involvement throughout the process, 
mostly due to having onsite collaboration with the Family Resource Program (FRP). This 
program facilitated parent school relationships through native language interpreters who were 
highly involved in the parent community, and having programs available to parents related to 
topics in parenting and supporting students at home. The professionals were very conscious of 
including parents in the conversations during meetings and at inviting them to participate in 
meetings when their child was placed in or out of an intervention group.  
Kapok Elementary had strong parent school ties through the work of their bilingual 
secretary and the principal‟s mission to include parents through parent nights at the school and 
invitations to volunteer in the classroom. She had enlisted a parent volunteer connected with the 
Spanish speaking community to elicit other parent volunteers. This allowed for parents to be 
more familiar with the schooling process and to have more access to teachers and therefore more 
participation in the RTI process. However, parents were still brought into the RTI process later 
on after students had been struggling with interventions and needed more intensive interventions. 
Some teachers were conscious about informing parents regularly about student intervention 
progress, but other parents were not involved until the SIT process. At the SIT process, parents 
were asked for background information and opinions about their children‟s academic progress, 
but they spoke very little and asked few questions. 
Spruce Elementary struggled the most with parent involvement, partly due to the high 
poverty afflicting the student population. However, there were clear steps the school could have 
taken to foster more parent involvement in the process and in the school in general. I never 
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observed a parent involved at any level of the meetings, but the parents were spoken about for a 
significant portion of the meetings. The principal and specialists often assigned blame to what 
they perceived to be parents‟ lack of home support for their child‟s lack of academic progress. I 
saw very few attempts to encourage parent involvement either through program development, 
parent advocates, or home support.  
Benefits for ELLs 
In observing and interviewing at all three schools, it was clear there were significant 
benefits for ELLs with the implementation of RTI. As a result of the focus on interventions, 
ELLs had more access to a continuum of intervention services. Adelman (1992) suggested that 
having this continuum fosters the ability to make learning more individualized. It also fosters the 
ability for practitioners to consider when a student is struggling whether it is a factor of the 
instruction or something more internal. Whether they were district programs, extra ESL support, 
or individualized interventions, the professionals were providing ELLs with additional support. 
Prior to RTI, many students, including ELLs, were left with limited services to meet their needs, 
and if they fell behind academically there were few to no interventions available. This often led 
to ELLs being referred for special education services and misrepresented as having a disability.  
A number of professionals at Kapok, Winterberry, and Spruce mentioned that ELLs were 
receiving these services earlier than in previous years. Early intervention is key to preventing 
academic failure that is so prevalent. This is a clear shift away from the “wait to fail” premise of 
the pre-referral models. In all of the schools, teachers were developing more differentiation and 
strategies at the classroom level to support their ELLs. They were seeking out more resources in 
the form of materials and professional development in order to meet the needs of ELLs in their 
classrooms. There was more of an awareness of the need to do so. The increased emphasis on 
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data at grade level and RTI meetings had benefits for ELLs. The professionals spoke about an 
increased awareness of the many factors influencing learning among ELLs and they were 
observed discussing these considerations when monitoring progress. They were considering 
cultural and linguistic interactions with learning as well as home support and family situations.  
One of the issues brought out in the literature was the notion that under the prereferral 
model, teachers and specialists were sometimes hesitant to refer or confused as to when to refer 
an ELL for special education services due to their less than full English proficiency (Klingner & 
Harry 2006). The schools in this study were able to assuage some of this confusion by providing 
alternative support to ELLs rather than having special education as there only option. Under the 
RTI framework, the answer to the question of language difference versus disability is less of a 
determining factor for when and how ELL students receive the support they need.  
Implications for Practice 
School Districts. The implementation of RTI seemed to be both hindered and facilitated 
by the role of the school districts in this study. Districts provided the schools with frameworks 
and procedures; however, their approach to professional development could have done more to 
facilitate the processes at each school. Including general education teachers as the leaders in RTI 
implementation would help the paradigm shift and create buy-in, since they are feeling the most 
pressure and perhaps experiencing the biggest role shift. A previous study by Orosco and 
Klingner (2010) demonstrated how teachers‟ understandings, beliefs, and professional 
development, affected the RTI decision-making process. The district, along with building 
administers, need to consider ongoing professional development that allows for teachers and 
specialists to adapt the framework to meet their school-based needs. One of the ways the districts 
supported the process was their inclusion of cultural and linguistic checklists and parent 
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involvement resources. These tools were utilized by these schools to facilitate conversations and 
considerations of factors influencing learning. School districts have an essential role in 
advocating for resources (e.g., data support personnel, professional development resources, 
interventions, materials). Providing schools with the resources they need to effectively 
implement RTI is something that still needs to be addressed. With regards to ELLs, districts 
should be providing schools with high quality intervention support for ELLs or personnel to train 
teachers to adapt interventions for ELLs. 
 Another role that school districts can play is in streamlining the process. They can assess 
the systems and procedures that are already in place for schools in providing interventions and 
progress monitoring, and work with schools in scaling up and synthesizing procedures. For 
example, one school district already had computerized tools for data management, but the forms 
did not overlap; therefore, teachers were being asked to fill out information in two different 
locations. Another example highlights the importance of departments collaborating at the district 
level to ensure their expectations for schools are clear. At Kapok, the Data teams and RTI teams 
were functioning under two different district departments when they actually were bound to be 
together in practice. Districts can also help schools connect with their communities through 
community/parent advocates. The district may not have the funds to provide a comprehensive 
family resource program, but there are ways to foster parent and community relations within a 
school.  
Schools. In a study by Fullan and Sharratt (2007), the authors asked principals how they 
sustained their focus on continual school improvement. Five themes were identified: shared 
beliefs, goals and visions, distributed leadership and professional learning communities, data-
based decisions, mobilization of resources (time, ideas, expertise, money), and school -
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community home relations. We see from this study the integral role the principal plays in 
ensuring these areas are addressed in order for RTI to be effective and sustainable. The roles of 
school professionals are clearly shifting with RTI, and the principal or school leaders are key in 
facilitating these shifting roles. Administrators should be helping to facilitate the development of 
a common vision, incorporating data-based decision-making into the current system, providing 
tangible support for the process (staff time, budget allocations, intervention programs, etc…), 
support for process, and ensuring that staff remain on course (Ikeda et al, 2007). Teachers and 
specialists need to expand their skills in evidence-based instruction, progress monitoring, and 
assessment, especially for culturally and linguistically diverse students. Having more teachers 
and experts versed in second language acquisition and how it interacts with literacy learning 
would increase the quality of decision-making for ELLs. Schools need to become more 
systematic in the extent to which they consider the quality of tier one instruction for ELLs. 
Whether it is through more consistent documentation of interventions or more observational data 
that‟s tied to the decision-making process, this is one area in need of further development.  
There are clear steps that schools can take to ensure culturally and linguistically diverse 
families are included in the decision-making process. Johnson, Mellard, Fuchs, and McKnight 
(2006) listed indicators for high levels of family involvement that can be utilized to improve 
family involvement for ELLs including: a) parent notification of interventions and progress that 
is available in the home language, b) families are asked for their perspectives before any plan is 
finalized, c) parent questionnaires are solicited by trusted parent educator/community advocate 
d) processes are conducted in the home language with parent/community advocate as 
intermediary, and e) the settings of home and school are valued and staff strive to make parents 
comfortable in the school setting. Blue-Banning et al. (2004) suggested that schools develop a 
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progressive plan to develop collaborative relationships with culturally and linguistically diverse 
parents: a) include parents in the collaborative relationship from beginning to end, b) help 
teachers better understand the needs of families from culturally diverse backgrounds, and c) 
include activities designed to strengthen the trust that culturally diverse parents hold for 
educational professionals in the IEP process.  
Teacher Education Programs. One of the findings illustrated the deficit view of 
bilingualism that was pervasive among school teams. This has implications for how theories of 
bilingualism are approached in teacher education programs. Villegas (2002) described the 
characteristics of a culturally responsive teacher as one who:  
is socioculturally conscious, has affirming views of students from diverse backgrounds, 
sees him or herself as responsible for and capable of bringing about change to make 
schools more equitable, understands how learners construct knowledge and are capable of 
promoting knowledge construction, knows about the lives of their students, and designs 
instruction that builds on what their students already know while stretching them beyond 
the familiar.  
Teacher education programs must consider how they provide opportunities for new teachers to 
address their biases and develop themselves as culturally responsive teachers.  
Implications for Research 
Engeström (1992) applied his third generation of activity theory (CHAT) to study work 
groups wanting to change and improve their performance. Continuing to work with school teams 
utilizing this framework to analyze the change process could benefit RTI research. Since school 
districts are providing schools with frameworks and asking them to adapt them to their needs, 
schools have a lot of control over how their processes function. It‟s clear from this study that 
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even schools considered to be ideal RTI models are in need of further development. I see 
potential benefits for schools to work with researchers, using the CHAT framework to analyze 
their processes, find the contradictions within the process, and make necessary changes. The 
framework could also facilitate the areas of focus for professional development, especially 
challenging professionals to confront biases and paradigms from the previous models influencing 
their current model.  
The current study did not include classroom observations or observations of teachers 
implementing intervention programs. Since the foundation of RTI is based on high quality tier 
one instruction, additional research that includes classroom observations and small group 
intervention observations would benefit RTI research. Such observations could provide valuable 
information on how teachers are differentiating instruction for ELLs and how they are utilizing 
tier one and tier two intervention data to inform their instruction. Additionally since RTI teams 
considered tier one to various extents, it would be informative to investigate more systematic 
ways for teams to consider tier one through documentation or more formalized observations. 
Since teams made assumptions as to the quality of teaching ELLs in tier one, a study that 
incorporated teacher observations and compared those to the discussions during team meetings 
might provide insight into teams‟ decision making.   
This study indicates that more research on high quality interventions and progress 
monitoring for ELLs is needed. Only one of the schools in this study had knowledge of 
implementing quality interventions for ELLs. Areas of intervention research could be focused on 
either developing new intervention programs that incorporate language development with 
literacy development, or adapting components of existing programs and testing their 
effectiveness with ELLs. Although there have been studies of interventions and their 
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effectiveness for ELLs, (Vaughn et al., 2006; Linan-Thompson et al., 2006; Lesaux & Seigel, 
2003) these studies are mainly focused on phonological awareness and early literacy skills, and 
there are few focused on reading comprehension interventions. Studies have shown that oral 
language development in L2 effects reading comprehension development in L2 (August & 
Shanahan, 2006, Lesaux et al. 2010). Research on interventions that promote oral language 
development and reading comprehension would be beneficial. Since progress monitoring for 
ELLs remains to be a struggle for schools, more research with specific interventions and rate of 
progress is needed.   
Another area in need of further research and development is the collaboration of 
professionals involved in the RTI process. Since so much of the decision making happens during 
levels of collaborative meetings it could be beneficial to RTI research to look more closely at 
how professionals are positioning themselves and each other in the decision making process, and 
how their language use and interactions influence decisions. RTI requires more collaboration 
between special education and general education than ever, and although there are 
recommendations from research on in multi-tier instructional models, this is an area still in need 
of development.  
During the study, some of the professionals mentioned there were less referrals to special 
education with the RTI process, but not having access to student data, I was not able to confirm 
those numbers. Since studies of have shown this to be a result of multi-tier problem solving 
models (Burns et al., 2005; Witt & VanderHeyden, 2007), it would be interesting to see if this 
remains the case over time. Research on whether referral rates are decreasing through large scale 
studies would provide evidence that students‟ needs are being met through other services rather 
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than solely special education and would provide the RTI model with legitimacy and 
sustainability.  
Study Limitations  
There were limitations to this study that need to be acknowledged. One of the main 
limitations to the study was that it did not include classroom observations. Classroom 
observations could have provided richer information on the quality of tier one in the decision-
making process. Even though the study focused on the extent to which teams considered tier one 
instruction, observing the classrooms may have allowed for more insight into those 
considerations. I also did not observe teachers implementing interventions so I had to infer from 
their conversations how they were adapting their instruction or providing ELL strategies.  
Another study limitation was not having access to student data. The study could have 
provided more insight into whether the RTI process at these schools was having an influence on 
referral rates for special education; whether the number of students being referred to or placed in 
special education had changed from previous years as well as the timeliness of the process in 
providing services. Exploring student data could have also brought about more discussion on the 
team‟s philosophies of at what point students move from tier II or III into a formal special 
education evaluation process.  
The qualitative nature of the study could be considered a limitation due to the inability to 
generalize to a broader context. Although the case study approach allowed me to explore these 
schools in depth with rich description of their processes, the findings would be limited in their 
generalizations. I also had aspired to conduct more in depth analyses of the interactions and 
discourse of the team members, but time limits did not allow for this level of analysis that would 




This study explored the RTI decision-making process for ELLs in three separate contexts, 
attempted to compare these schools to what we already know to be effective practice for ELLs 
and multi-tiered instructional problem-solving models, and discover some new insights and 
challenges as they put theory into practice. The three schools had developed components of RTI 
that were impressive in their ability to meet the academic needs of many diverse learners. 
However, there were clear areas in need of continued development partially due to a 
misunderstanding of the premise of the model as well as historical influences from previous 
models and views of education. Some of the themes that emerged from the data validated 
findings from previous large scale evaluations of problem solving and RTI studies. Some 
findings, especially with regards to benefits for ELLs, such as the move toward data-driven 
decision making and more ecological views of ELLs struggling, were particularly promising. 
Other findings, such as the deficit view of language among school professionals, the hierarchy in 
decision making, the limited access to quality interventions for ELLs, and the confusion over rate 














RQ #1: How were intervention 
decisions being made concerning 
ELLs? 
● data-based decisions 
● consider quality of tier I for 
ELLs 
● more ecological perspective of 
progress monitoring 
● unclear progress monitoring 
for ELLs 









ELLs   
Community 
Collaboration (School and 
Parent) 
RQ #4: What role did the context of 
the larger community play in the 
process? How were families 
included?  
● school valued parent input  
and participation 
● schools struggled to include  





RQ #1: How were schools 
approaching  
RTI? 
● comprehensive district plans 
with  
clear CLD guidelines 
● influence of previous 
paradigm/processes 





Division of Labor 
Expertise and Collaboration  
RQ #3: What were the roles of the 
professionals? How were the roles 
influencing decisions?  
● principal integral role 
● reliance on ELL teacher 
● roles changing/expanding  
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Appendix A: Data Collection Matrix 
 
What do I need to know? 
(Research Questions) 
Data Source Why do I need to know this? 
1. How are professionals involved 
in problem-solving team meetings 
interpreting and implementing the 





questions #1, 2 
 
to understand how information is being 
communicated about RTI 
 
to understand at what level the teams are 
problem-solving (what support do they 
receive from district) 
 
To understand the context in which the 
schools are functioning 
 
to understand the historical influences of 
previous models on the currently 
functioning system 
2. How are RTI decisions being 
made concerning ELLs in these 
schools?  
a.) What types of mediating 
artifacts (conversation, 
documents, and 
frameworks) are being 
used in making decisions?  
b.) To what extent is the 
quality of Tier 1 
instruction addressed when 
considering ELLs?  
c.) How are ELLs‟ cultural 
and linguistic backgrounds 
considered? 
d.) How are interventions 
determined for ELLs?  
e.) How are they 
implementing data 
collection and progress 



























to explore the problem-solving process  
 
to explore how use of artifacts influences 
decisions 
 
to understand what framework the team 
is working from (what is guiding their 
decisions) 
 
to understand if assumptions are being 
addressed  
 
understand what aspects of the model are 
being implemented  
 
to explore the paradigm shift from 






3. What role does the context of 
the larger community play the 
decision-making process?  
a.) How are families included 






to understand the socio-cultural factors 
surrounding the problem-solving process 
 
to understand the teacher‟s perspective 
(may be different than other specialists 
involved) 
4. What are the roles of the 
professionals involved in problem-
solving team meetings? 
a.) How do these professionals 
perceive their roles? 
   b.) How are the roles of the team 
members influencing decisions?  
   c.) How have the roles of the 
team members changed over time? 
observations 
questions #3, 4, 
5, 6 
to understand the interpersonal dynamics 
of the team 
 
to understand how the interactions may 
influence decisions 
 





Appendix B: Interview Questions for RTI Team Members 
1. Tell me about the RTI process at your school. (Tell me about how the RTI process has 
been developed. Tell me about the district plan.)  
2. How has the model changed since the previous model? What was the pre-referral process 
like before RTI at your school?  
3. Tell me about your role as a member of the problem solving team.  
4. How has your role changed with the implementation of RTI?  
5. How do you perceive the roles of the other members?  
6. How have their roles changed?  
7. Tell me about your background and experiences in working with ELLs.   
8. Tell me about (ELL) that has been brought to the team for interventions.  
9. Tell me about how interventions were developed for the student. How were the 
interventions chosen?  
10. Tell me about how the interventions were implemented.  
11. Tell me how the student‟s progress was documented and how decisions were made 
regarding the student‟s progress.  
12. Tell me how you included the student‟s family in the process.  
13. Tell me about what you see as the benefits of RTI for ELLs at your school. Tell me about 




Appendix C: Guided Observation Form for RTI Team Meetings 
 
Date 
School Site  
Persons Attending  
 
Purpose of Meeting 
 
 
Time  Speaker/ 
Team 
Member  





































School Site:  
 
Name or description of document:  
 
 
Event or Contact which document is associated: 
 
 


































Appendix E: RTI District Plan Spruce and Kapok  
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Appendix F: RTI District Plan Winterberry 
 
 














Appendix I: Data Collection Form Winterberry 
 
